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Case Study: iMatter Kids vs. Global Warming

Summary

iMatter Kids vs. Global Warming began as a simple
presentation by a 12-year old boy, Alec Loorz, who
wanted to take on climate change denial and engage
other young people in demanding action. iMatter
quickly grew fromschool presentations and community
projects to a national campaign, global youth marches
and groundbreaking judicial and legal action. The
movement has inspired thousands of youngpeople in 43

countries to become involved. In partnership with Our
Children’s Trust, lawsuits have been brought by young
activists, at the federal and state level, requiring the US
government to reduce carbon emissions. iMatter is
entering a new phase in 2015, with plans to engage
children across the country in holding their
communities accountable for reducing carbon
emissions.

iMatter Kids vs. Global Warming has been highlighted
by Equity for Children as an exceptional initiative, both
for the degree to which it has been driven and led by
young people, and for the ambition of the movement’s
goals. While there are a large number of organizations
that educate and engage children and youth on climate
change, there are few that have been established by
children for children – with a sustained commitment to

empowering young leaders. Likewise, few climate
movements mobilize young people as activists with the
urgency and focus that iMatter brings to the global
debate.



Actions and Impact

“The youngest generation cannot afford to wait
until they are old enough to run for office, lead
multinational corporations or otherwise hold the
power to force the significant changes needed. In
order to influence the powers that be, their stories
are urgently needed today. And despite the rise of
many young passionate leaders, their voices are
glaringly missing. " (5)

St. Louis, St. Louis People’s Climate March, 2014 (Credit: iMatter)

“iMatter’s Mission empowers youth to become the
voice of the climate crisis so that our society wakes up
and actually begins to Live as if Our Future Matters.

We believe that the revolution that is needed begins in
the hearts, actions and voices of thosemost impacted by
the crisis: the youth.” (1)

iMatter Kids vs. Global Warming is a youth-led
movement calling for urgent action on climate change.
Based on evidence from social changemovements, the
organization assumes that this will not happen until
people have a strong personal and emotional
connection to the issue, and from experience, believe
that it is through young people that this connection can
best be forged. For iMatter, the value of child and
youth-led communication is based on three principles.
The first, love of and concern for children is something
everyone shares, regardless of politics. Two, when
children and young people discuss climate change it
brings an emotional appeal to ‘do the right thing’.
Children can urge behavior change in the lives of
grown-upswho care for them in away that other adults
cannot. And third, themoral argument that the voice of
the generation most impacted by the climate crisis
must be heard.
1) Raising awareness

The original purpose of iMatter was and remains to
communicate the urgency of climate change, “tomake
the climate crisis real and relevant to every member of
society. (2)" The organization began with
presentations given by Alec Loorz at schools; over a
period of six years he spoke to almost 1 million
people. Other young activists have also taken on the
challenge of communicating about the climate crisis,
through presentations, but also through street actions.
iMatter youth have organized and leadmarches in their
communities across the country to raise awareness and
support for sustainable and just climate policies.Over
200 marches have been organized in 43 countries
involving 50,000 young people (3).

2) Youth leadership training and empowerment

Young people active with iMatter are given tools and
trainings to address the climate crisis at all levels.
iMatter’s Youth Council members are expected to
‘walk the talk’ by living in a way that reflects
awareness of their impact on the planet and initiating
grassroots actions. iMatter provides training and
mentoring so that young people can serve as effective
speakers and organizers, and connects young people to
opportunities and platforms, so that they can “tell their
own stories and

ignite a shift in thinking in their own communities” .
iMatter youth activists have been encouraged to meet
with local and national leaders to educate and advocate
on the need for urgent legislative action (4).

3) Judicial action; Taking climate change to the
courts

Working on the principle that social change happens
when public protests and actions are coordinated with
legal action the iMatter campaign has brought
landmark lawsuits with Our Children's Trust (6) at
federal and state level. Young activists have
challenged the government to own up to its legal
responsibility “to protect the atmosphere as a legal
trust, for all generations." (7). At the heart of the
lawsuits, is a request that government “look at the
science" (8) behind global warming and implement
plans that will reduce carbon emissions by at least six
percent a year.



Telling the story

At its heart, iMatter Kids vs. Global Warming is a
communication campaign enabling the youngest
generation to tell how theyare impactedbyclimate
change and to highlight the need for urgent action.
Young activists joining iMatter are encouraged to
start with their own story, and from there receive
guidance on how to reach out to and connect
through presentations and media. The iMatter
campaign has been covered bymajor news outlets
in the US and abroad including CNN, MSNBC,
The New York Times, The Guardian (UK) and
USAToday. In partnership with the global human
rights organization, WITNESS, Our Children’s
Trust and Montana State University, an award
winning series of documentaries s was produced,
telling the story of nine of the young plaintiffs and
bringing their campaign to new audiences.

History

SLAP pole, Ventura, CA (Credit: iMatter)

The lawsuits have been put forward by children with
the support of pro-bono lawyers in all 50 states and at
the federal level in 2011. It has not been an easy road;
the majority of lawsuits were dismissed by judges,
including the federal case brought by Alec Loorz. In
June 2015, the young plaintiffs had their first legal
victory when a judge in Washington State ordered the
Department of Ecology to consider the most current
science on climate change when regulating carbon
dioxide emissions. The department was given two
weeks to consider the petition submitted by the young
people a year earlier and report back on their plans (9).
The landmark decision sets a legal precedent for other
states and for protecting the planet for future
generations.

Just twomonths later, 21youngpeople fromaround the
country, together with Dr. James Hansen, filed a
lawsuit against the US government, claiming their
rights had been violated by the promotion of fossil
fuels. The young plaintiffs are asking for a court order
requiring President Obama to immediately put into
action a national plan to decrease CO2 in the
atmosphere to a safe level. Plaintiffs include 15 year
old Xiuhtezcatl Martinez, indigenous activist and
youth director of Earth Guardians (10). The youngest,
Levi Draheim, is just eight years old (11).

Kids vs.GlobalWarming began as a personal quest for
12-year old Alec Loorz after watching ‘An
Inconvenient Truth’. Following a deep dive into the
evidence and debates, Alec became committed to
communicating the problems andmotivating his peers
and adults to take action. He applied to be
trained by Vice President Al Gore and the Climate
Reality Project ( 12), but was turned down due to his
age. Instead, through a school project, he was able to
shadow a scientist at Scripps Institute of
Oceanography, who provided mentoring to the young
climate activist.



iMatter Founder, Alec Loorz (Credit: iMatter)

Alec’s first public presentation took on climate
deniers, and eventually evolved into a simple slide
deck illustrating the causes, consequences and
solutions to global warming. With the support of his
mother, Victoria Loorz, he took the message to local
schools. But it was when the keynote speaker at a local
high school couldn’t make it, and Alex stepped in to
take his place that his public engagements took off. He
was often on the road two weeks out of each month,
giving his presentation to communities around the
country. By the time hewas 14, he had been trained by
the Climate Reality Project, but kept his original
presentation as it resonated with young people.

“I've been given lots of opportunities, but when I got
started, I didn't have anything. I had no money, no
connections, no idea how to do this. I just felt this
passion to reach people with a message that I felt
needed to get out. And the doors opened." (13).

Together Alec and Victoria started Kids vs. Global
Warmingwith the aim of stopping climate change and
providing a platform for the many young people who
wanted to get involved. At the time, they could find no
other organization working with children that shared
this ambitious vision. Other groups provided
education but did not substantively engage children in
advocacy. And mainstream advocacy groups did not
engage children as activists. The organization’s first
initiative was the Sea Level Awareness Project
(SLAP), which brought together 50 middle-school
students in Alec’s hometown of Ventura, California to
raise awarenessof local sea level rise. Aseries of hand-
made poles simply but dramatically illustrated
portions of the town that would be submerged due to
rising sea levels.

Alec continued to speak with people around the
country, andparticipated in the creationof theAlliance
forClimateEducation (14), helping theorganization to
develop their first assemblies at schools. Along with
many other young people, he participated inCOP15 in
Copenhagen. While the political results of the
conference were a disappointment, the youth forum
provided a new generation of climate activists with
opportunities tomeet andnetwork. InCopenhagen, the
idea was hatched to organize a march by kids on
Washington, DC. With seed money from Ted Turner
and the support of Avaaz,(15), the single march on the

capitol became 200 marches in 42 countries.

Over time, Alec began to become discouraged given
the intense political challenges to limiting greenhouse
emissions. This changed after a meeting with Julia
Olson, head of Our Children’s Trust. Alec became the
lead plaintiff for a federal lawsuit, while youth
affiliated with iMatter across the US filed suits in their
states. The lawsuits ask federal and state agencies to
apply current science when developing climate
policies and plans, and in doing so, realistically and
urgently address climate change. The filing of the
federal suit was coordinated with the 2011 march on
the capitol.

The legal path to ending climate change has not been
fast or easy. Along theway, youth plaintiffs have been
dismissedout of hand; oneyoungplaintiffwasmocked
by the chair of her state’s environmental committee for
beingavegetarian. It has beenassumed from theoutset
that winning would be difficult, requiring a radical
shift in mindset. While it has taken four years to reach
the first legal victory in Washington State, there has
been progress in other states. Young plaintiffs have
been invited to open the conversation on climate
change when it was politically impossible for elected
officials to do so. Throughout, the young climate
activists have been able to make climate change
personal and about their futures.



current research, which informs all of iMatter’s
actions. A fundamental principle is that the Earth is at
a tipping point, and action is needed now. In line with
the recommendations of Dr. James Hansen, a leading
climate scientist, iMatter advocates for immediate
global cuts in carbon emissions, without which
massive and catastrophic climate change is expected
(17).With this urgencycomesa commitment togetting
on a winning path to end the climate crisis; keeping
focused onwhat needs to be done, and to not be limited
to what others think is possible.

Management Structure

AYouthCouncil provides the coregoverning structure
for iMatter, and is involved in all steps of the
movement. Currently, 20 young people from across
the US, 11 to 18 years old, are on the council. The
expected commitment is for oneyear but canbe longer.
In addition to taking part in the leadership of iMatter,
council members organize projects in their own
communities and coordinate local advocacy. Young
climate activists can join by applying through
iMatter’s website. Current council members screen,
interview and approve all new members. As Council
Members reach adulthood, most graduate to other
climate and environmental organizations. In this way,
iMatter serves as a training ground and talent pipeline
for the broader climate change network.

iMatter has recently introduced a ‘holacracy’ approach
to governance, putting planning and decision-making
in the hands of self-organizing teams. Within this
approach, each team has a clear purpose, but also
considerable autonomy to decide actions and innovate
(18). Youth and adults collaborate on the teams, with
one representative from each team providing
connection with the Advisory Council and iMatter
leadership.While still being developedwithin iMatter,
holocracy should enable the organization to involve
youth on an egalitarian basis and nimbly adapt to
emerging opportunities, critical for advocacy and
social change movements.

Essential to managing a youth-led organization is
providing mentoring and hands-on support. In
comparing experiences with mainstream
environmental groups, iMatter goes beyond simply

A new campaign is being piloted in 2015 that will shift
the focusof advocacy to thecommunity level. A lesson
learned from the federal and state lawsuits is thatmuch
of the legal footwork has been done by adults, with
involvement of a relatively small group of young
people. The new campaign will continue to ask for
climateplans andpolicies that arebasedon science, but
by shifting the focus to schools and cities, and by
operating at the local level, the campaign is expected to
engage and empower more young people. Our
Children’s Trust continues to file suit and support
young plaintiffs in the US and globally.

Shifts have also been made in the organization’s
leadership. Over the years, a number of young people
became involved as speakers and leaders within
iMatter’s governing Youth Council. This happened
without a systematic approach to leadership roles or
succession planning. When Alec and the movement’s
first generation of young leaders went to a college, a
turning point was faced; let the movement fade out as
its founders’ moved on - or empower a new generation
of young activists to take the helm. Following a lull in
activities, a more formalized management structure
with more clearly defined roles for young leaders, has
been put in place with the aim of sustaining and
growing the movement.

Management and Young
Leadership
Core values

Values are central to themanagement and leadershipof
iMatter. Young voices are taken seriously, reflecting
themission of empowering children and youth.Where
adults are involved in the movement, it is explicitly as
supporters to the youth leaders. Throughout iMatter,
“Listening with the intent to understand” is a pillar of
their work, facilitating respectful communication
across generations. Authenticity is valued, and young
people’s ‘authentic passion’ is seen as the basis for
effective advocacy. And as an organization of young
people, having fun is central to keeping adolescent
activists energized and engaged (16).

Alongside the commitment to youth empowerment is
the core purpose of ending the climate crisis. The
urgency of taking action is underlined by science and



Originally, mentoring and management was done by
Victoria Loorz, who continues to serve as Campaign
Director, along with mentors from Scripps Institute of
Oceanography, the Climate Reality Project, Our
Children’s Trust and other partners. However, it was
recognized that in order to grow and sustain the
movement, new leadership was needed to mobilize
resources, represent theorganization, andguideoutreach
and expansion. Recently, LarryKraft becameExecutive
Director, inspired by his own children quit his job in
marketing and commit to tackling climate change.

iMatter does not have a fiduciary board or operations
staff. Instead, it is sponsored by the Earth Island Institute
(20), a non-profit, public interest organization that
provides catalytic support to “environmental start-
ups” (21). The institute hasprovided iMatterwith fiscal
administration, program management and other
umbrella support. Consequently, iMatter does not have a
traditional Board of Directors or other governing
structures in place; the support from Earth Island
Institute enables the movement to grow and develop
these over time. This allows for a more non- traditional
advisory board that consists of youth leaders and adult
professionals and experts.AnAdvisoryCouncil has been
reconstructed that consists of young adults (including
Alec Loorz)who have graduated from iMatter, and other
adult volunteers.

Sustainability and Fundraising

A significant reason for bringing a newExecutiveDirector
on board is to put the organization on amore solid financial
footing. In the beginning, most of the funding emerged
fromAlec’s speaking engagements, with donors providing
resources to facilitate his public engagement and local
initiatives such as SLAP and the iMatter Marches. As the
movement’s network and prominence grew, other donors,
includingTedTurner, have stepped forwardwith increased
financial support.However, thesewere often serendipitous
contributions, growing organically from iMatter’s
advocacy. And frequently support has come in the form of
in-kind resources, from the pro bono legal work facilitated
by Our Children’s Trust to the documentaries created by
Witness.

Raising money in ‘the regular way’ of non-profit
organizations, through grants and steady donations, has
proved to be challenging. Being a youth-led organization
has been an asset at times, with potential donors and
foundations specifically interested in maintaining a youth
voice in proposals. At other times, a more professional
approach and the use of grant writers has been necessary.
Throughexperience, iMatter has found that it is ofteneasier
for young people to raise funds at the local level for
immediate initiatives. The new strategy will continue to
encourage the young people to create their own local
organizations while engaging in the broader iMatter
network.

“The changeneededwill takemore than ridingbikes
and changing light bulbs. We know what really
needs to change is our way of thinking.” Alec Loorz
(22).

educating children and youth to providing the
additional guidance that will enable them to initiate
actions and advocate with and alongside adults. As
noted by Victoria Loorz, “We don’t want kids’ tables
setupas sideevents. Wewantchildren tobeat themain
event. Education has to happen, but what can happen
(if young people are empowered) is even more
interesting. (19)" This requires investment of timeand
coaching by adults who are committed to and
experienced inboth climate change issues andworking
with young people.

Youth Council Member (Credit: iMatter)



Partnerships
Active partnerships within the climate change
network have been vital since iMatter’s inception.
From the initial mentoring provided by scientists at
the Scripps Institute of Oceanography to the pro
bono legal representation for youth plaintiffs
facilitated by Our Children’s Trust, iMatter has
collaboratedwith a range of actors, large and small.
At times, technical support has been provided by
well-established organizations, such as Earth
Island Institute and Avaaz, as part of umbrella
support for social justice and environmental start-
ups. In turn, iMatter has helped fledgling groups to
get started, including the Alliance for Climate
Education, which has reached 2 million students in
the US through assemblies (26) developed with
Alec Loorz’s input.

Future Plans
iMatter is kicking off a new campaign in 2015,
iMatterNow, with a renewed focus on the urgency of
climate change. The target age range is young people,
aged 10 to 18. Young people will be empowered to
speak out on the urgency of action on climate change,
inspire parents and relatives, hold communities
accountable and develop leadership skills. A pilot of
the new approach will be carried out starting this fall
in Des Moines, Iowa, both to test the model and to
engage young people in advance of the US
Presidential primaries. With the pilot, iMatter needs to
prove that the model can be taken up by entire schools,
jump to other schools, and eventually between cities.

The new campaign reflects and incorporates lessons
learned since the inception of iMatter. The focus of
advocacy is at the local level, where children and youth
can most effectively take action, lead change, and
generate support. Young activists, new to both climate
change and social action, require mentoring and
guidance. The new campaign will provide this through
online networks and portals. Given the need to
demonstrate ’value for money’ to new donors, each step
of the campaign will be measurable, though still flexible
enough for young people to adapt to local contexts and
priorities.

The campaign is organized around specific actions that
young people can take. A first action, is to sign a
‘Declaration of Independence from Fossil Fuels’, and
encourage friends and fellow school students to sign as
well. TheDeclarationwas first used byAlec Loorz, who
delivered a scrollwith 10,000handwrittennames to the
US Senate Environment and Public Works Committee
(23). Subsequent signatures, hand-written and online,
have reached 50,000 signatures. Young people will also
be able to survey young people and adults in their
communities, before and after their campaigns begin, to
capture the impact of their advocacy.

Thesecondkeypart of the strategy is communityClimate
Report Cards, whichwill provide a tool for youth to hold
their communities accountable and a roadmap for
effective action.An interactive, online platformwill help
youth leaders find data on their owncommunity’s impact
on climate change.Once completed, the report cardswill
be presented at press events tomayors and councils, who
will be requested to commit to improving the scores.
Grades will be based on local i) climate action plan

ii) use of renewable energy, iii) waste management and
iv) carbon removed from the atmosphere. The report
cards were developed with input from ICLEI (24), and
energy analysts from around the country. Technical
support and mentoring will be provided by iMatter to
youngpeople creatingandusing theseReportCards (25).

iMatterNow Report Card Example
for XYZ City

Waste (Generated/Recycled/Composted) B 20% 

Renewable Energy % B 20% 

Overall grade C+ 

Emissions Reduction Plan C 50% 

Carbon removed from atmosphere D 10% 

Grade Weighting 
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