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In March 2021, Chester Springs Library, a member of the Chester County Library System, 

was selected as one of 300 libraries in the nation to participate in Libraries Transforming 

Communities: Focus on Small and Rural Libraries, an American Library Association initiative 

that helps library workers better serve their small and rural communities. Library Director, 

Nancy Niggel approached West Pikeland Township Supervisor Noreen Vigilante to inquire about 

the possibility of partnering with the township on a current issue of importance. The West 

Pikeland Township Environmental Advisory Council (EAC) is actively working towards renewable 

energy options and reducing carbon emissions to zero by 2050. In the July 20, 2020 Board of 

Supervisors’ meeting minutes, while discussing this, supervisors “reached a consensus that it 

would like to see a process to educate residents of the Township.” (AGENDAS AND MINUTES | 

West Pikeland Township) Thus, it was decided that the library would partner with the EAC to 

hold three Community Conversations, based in community engagement, with a goal of 

educating residents about renewable energy and how it could be used by the municipality, 

businesses, households and individuals.  

Community Conversation #1 - Saturday, June 5, 2021 

Twenty-three (23) people gathered on the rear patio of the township building for the 

first Community Conversation. Library Director Nancy Niggel and EAC Co-chairperson Linda 

Reichert were co-organizers of the event. The conversation began by determining participants’ 

knowledge about renewable energy. Robert Fisher, from the Energy Co-op, presented 

information and answered questions. An active discussion covering power grids, regulations, 

local renewable power suppliers and electric vehicles began. Five electric vehicles were 

available for participants to inspect. Dennis Rowan, an electric vehicle (EV) expert, discussed 

the zero carbon emission benefits of EV transportation and the possibilities for EV charging 

stations in the township. 

Conversation participants were asked to complete a survey generated by Project 

Outcome to measure the impact of Civic/Community Engagement. Project Outcome is a free 

toolkit that measures the impact of programs and analyzes outcomes. Nineteen (19) people 

responded. The survey indicated 100% of responders became more aware of issues in the 

community; 90% felt more confident about becoming involved in their community; 69% intend 
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to become more engaged, and 90% are more aware of resources and services provided by the 

library. Responders also agreed they learned something, are in favor of exploring solar energy 

use for their households, would consider purchasing electric vehicles that reduce carbon 

emissions and want to learn more about renewable energy. When asked what they liked most 

about this Community Conversation, the overall response was the community involvement, the 

open dialogue, the Q & A portion and the opportunity to learn about renewable energy.  

Community Conversation #2 - Monday, July 26, 2021 

The second Community Conversation was a double book discussion led by Chester 

Springs Library Director, Nancy Niggel. Sixteen (16) community members met at Pine Creek 

Park, on a warm July evening, to discuss How to Avoid a Climate Disaster, by Bill Gates and The 

Future We Choose: Surviving the Climate Crisis, by Christiana Figueres and Tom Rivett-Carnac. 

Both books address the need for renewable energy sources to prevent climate change. Gates 

explained how modern manufacturing methods and current lifestyles are increasing the 

amount of carbon emissions leading to climate change. Figueres offers two different views of 

the future -- one where the world is spared from the devastating effects of climate change and 

one where it is not. These books were a good pairing. Gates’ book offers hard facts and science 

while Figueres’ book offers two versions of the future based on what we might do with the 

information in Gates’ book. 

Niggel channeled the discussion through both books’ topics. These included reducing 

carbon emissions, clarifying “green” premiums, identifying industrial manufacturing practices 

contributing to climate change, explaining how consumerism and waste constantly add to the 

problem and noting lifestyle changes we should adopt. Aspects of why governments, research 

institutes and corporations should do more to develop renewable energy and technologies that 

reduce carbon emissions were also part of the discussion. All participants shared in the 

conversation. Hearing each other’s thoughts and opinions added great value to the dialogue. 

Everyone left with new ideas to consider, a sense of community effort and a better vision for a 

sustainable future that includes renewable energy in West Pikeland Township.  

Conversation participants completed a Project Outcome survey measuring the influence 

of Education/Lifelong Learning. Fifteen (15) people responded. Eighty-six percent (86%) learned 
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something that was helpful; 80% felt more confident about what they learned; 93% intend to 

apply what they learned, and 80% were more aware of the resources and services provided by 

the library. When asked what they liked most about this Community Conversation, responses 

indicated participants thoroughly enjoyed the discussion. They described it as open, honest, 

robust, healthy, respectful and well led. One participant said, “Nancy did an excellent job with 

facilitating the discussion.” (Anonymous survey responder) 

Community Conversation #3 - Saturday, September 11, 2021 

The third, and final, Community Conversation focused on reaching the goal of reducing 

carbon emissions to zero by the year 2050. Sixteen (16) people gathered on the lawn at Chester 

Springs Library and discussed what they, and the municipality, can do to reach this goal. Special 

guests Jess Cadorette, Chester County Director for Conservation Voters of PA and Paula Kline, 

Educator and Sustainability Expert joined the discussion which was co-organized by Library 

Director Nancy Niggel and EAC Co-chairperson Linda Reichert. 

Participants shared what they are currently doing to reduce carbon emissions, as well as 

what they plan to do in the future. Home energy audits conducted by PECO Energy Company 

were a distinct interest. Some participants had these audits performed and many in the group 

thought they would like to do the same. Ms. Kline also highlighted alternative options for 

homeowners. Everyone was highly involved in this thought-provoking and enlightening 

discussion. They realized how easy it is to utilize Kline’s ideas into their lives via normal home 

maintenance; for instance, when replacing old appliances, household furnishings and 

purchasing vehicles in the future. The discussion also touched on how individuals and 

municipalities that move toward renewable energy and cleaner options become good role 

models. One attendee agreed and said, “Individually we can make a difference . . . and 

influence our neighbors and businesses by implementing these sustainable recommendations.” 

(J. Matthews)   

Conversation participants were asked to complete a Project Outcome survey measuring 

the impacts of Civic/Community Engagement. Fourteen (14) people responded. All responders 

(100%) were more aware of issues in the community; 93% felt more confident about becoming 

involved in their community; 100% intend to become more engaged in their community, and 
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93% are more aware of resources and services provided by the library. When asked how they 

felt about renewable energy options for West Pikeland Township, there was general agreement 

that it was a good idea and should be started. It was also acknowledged that it would be a 

“struggle”, there is uncertainty about the outcome, but it is worth the effort to “do more at the 

township level.” (Anonymous survey responses) When asked what they liked most about this 

Community Conversation, responses included being community oriented, personally 

empowered and inspired. Responders also thought the information was delivered well, easy to 

understand and the speakers were well informed.  

Conclusion 

The goal of educating township residents about renewable energy was well met through 

the three Community Conversations. Each Project Outcome survey indicated responders were 

more aware and better educated. Comments during each conversation, and consistency in 

attendance numbers, are also indicators that participants found the conversations worthwhile, 

informative and educational.  

Objectives for attaining the goal were also accomplished. Grant funds allowed the 

library to purchase copies of the books used in the second conversation, as well as several 

books on renewable energy and climate change for the general collection. These include e-

books and children’s books. Grant funds also made it possible to purchase a slat-wall for the 

library lobby and to create a display area for sharing information on township environmental 

issues, EAC activities, and how residents can become involved.  

Outputs and outcomes were similarly achieved, and a wonderful surprise outcome 

occurred when attendees continued the conversations with each other during their library 

visits! From May to September, the library’s social media and website featured the Community 

Conversations. Flyers were distributed during library transactions and the EAC hung posters at 

community information points, distributed flyers throughout the township and emailed PDFs to 

mailing lists. Articles recapping conversations were submitted to the township’s monthly e-

newsletter by the library Director. Library staff generated interest by word of mouth and put 

the books purchased via grant funds on display. At each Community Conversation, participants 
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asked questions, got answers, learned new things, and felt ready to work together toward a 

future that includes renewable energy in West Pikeland Township.  

Now, township officials can move forward with plans to reach the goal of zero carbon 

emissions by 2050. They can clearly see the interest residents have in embracing renewable 

energy and they can use the information gathered through the Project Outcome surveys to 

provide future learning opportunities.  

Considering the scope of the three conversations, one can see the increase of 

knowledge. The first conversation established a baseline of knowledge, interest, and viewpoints 

of the participants. Everyone had the same information by the close of that gathering. The 

second conversation was about hard facts and learning what is being done now, what needs to 

be done next and how it should begin. The third conversation was about applying what was 

learned in the first two conversations, sharing ideas, best practices and focusing our efforts 

going forward.  

The library and the EAC did an excellent job in hosting the three Community 

Conversations. They educated township residents as suggested by the township supervisors 

and established a core audience for future endeavors. The library and the EAC should continue 

to work together on future projects whenever possible. 


