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event. Also, remember to fi nd out what type of audiovisual equipment is available 
at the meeting location, and if the organization or meeting location will provide any 
advertisement of the forum.

4.  In order to assure a good turnout, begin advertising your forums well in advance. 
If the forum is open to the public and not a regularly scheduled meeting, it is 
essential that you make a concentrated effort to get the word out. You can make 
fl yers to place at popular stores, restaurants, and community bulletin boards in 
the area (Figure 3). You can also ask local television and radio stations to make 
announcements about the forum. This is also a good time to ask the local newspaper 
to publish a short article that announces the forum times and locations. For more 
information on utilizing the media for publicity, see the previous “Insight: Media 
Opportunities.” Organizations will usually have their own forms of advertising via 
a newsletter or Web site. In addition, 
you could ask to send an announce-
ment to the organization’s e-mail list, 
notifying all members about the fo-
rum and where to get additional in-
formation.

5.  Before the forum, practice the presen-
tation, especially if other people are 
involved. Also, think about the types 
of questions people are likely to ask. 
Gainesville Community Forum Ques-
tions and Answers, a list of the ques-
tions asked during our community 

Box 11. Sample of Community Forum Overview

Wood to Energy: A Community Outreach Program in the Southern U.S.

How a community chooses to generate electrical power has implications for land-use development, public 
health, the local economy, environmental quality, and global climate change. Several possibilities and issues 
must be explored when a community is designing or modifying an energy program to meet its needs. The Wood 
to Energy Outreach Program is a partnership between my agency; the University of Florida, School of Forest 
Resources and Conservation; the USDA Forest Service, Centers for Urban and Interface Forestry; and the South-
ern States Energy Board. This program helps communities like ours consider and discuss the possibility of using 
woody biomass for energy production.

As part of this outreach program, we would like to come to your organization’s meeting to present information, 
answer questions, and fi nd out how people feel about the idea of using wood to generate power. Our objective is 
to increase knowledge about woody biomass so that the public can become meaningfully engaged in the discus-
sion on local energy options. We hope to provide a forum where community members can learn about woody 
biomass. We recognize there are many variations and concerns within the option of using woody biomass, and 
we wish to provide information and stimulate discussion.

We expect the Wood to Energy forum to last about one hour. General topics that will be presented include the 
following: common concerns about woody biomass, sources and the supply of woody biomass, affordability of 
energy and economic impacts, air quality, climate change, comparison of wood and fossil fuels, general environ-
mental impacts, and case studies of other communities.

Thank you for the opportunity to talk with your group about using wood for generating electricity!

The forum’s focus on engaging the public in discussion 
might be unlike the types of presentations that some or-
ganizations are used to and they might believe a contro-
versial discussion or debate will occur. If they voice such 
concerns, reassure your contact for the organization that 
your group does not wish to create confl ict but to fa-
cilitate productive discussions about using wood for en-
ergy. See Box 12 for a sample letter that addresses these 
concerns.
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Community Forums
Come, learn, and share ideas about whether to use 

wood to generate our electricity!

The City of Gainesville is currently considering using wood as a fuel 
to produce energy. A team of UF researchers would like to share key 
information and answer your questions on this important issue. 

Dates and Locations

•  November 15, 7pm to 8pm Civic Media Center 
 1021 University Avenue
•  November 27, 7pm to 8pm Alachua County Public Library
 Main Branch, 401 E University Avenue
•  November 28, 7pm to 8pm Alachua County Public Library 
 Millhopper Branch, 3145 NW 43rd Street

Forums are open to the public. 

If you are unable to attend a community forum but would like to receive fact 
sheets concerning this issue, please contact the Wood to Energy Outreach 
Team at wood2energy@ifas.ufl .edu. 

Figure 3. Flyers posted at community centers or on bulletin boards can provide additional 
publicity for your forum.

Box 12. Sample Letter to Address Concerns

 November 1, 2006

Dear Sue, 

We appreciate your concern that our Wood to Energy presentation does not become a political statement. We, 
too, have no intention of being advocates for developing woody biomass or telling anyone what to do. We will 
not be discussing the specifi c political climate in Gainesville regarding woody biomass or answering questions 
related to the commissioners’ stances on biomass (other than to say that wood is an option being discussed). We 
do, however, feel strongly that the public has the right and responsibility to understand the issues around using 
wood and participate in the decision-making process.

The Wood to Energy community forum is designed to provide basic information, to solicit questions, to offer 
answers, and to promise that we will seek additional information for questions we can’t answer. We plan to 
provide a facilitator, who should be able to restrain any tendency toward debate. If a divisive comment comes 
from the audience, our speakers are likely to agree that it’s an important point and should be conveyed to the 
decision-makers. If the comment does not have any scientifi c grounding as we know it, we would probably say 
“some people agree, but others interpret the evidence differently . . .” and try to explain. I hope this appropriately 
conveys our tone and intent. If you have any other questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me.

Thank you,

Annie Oxarart



35

Outreach Tools

Box 13. Cookie Recipe

Mom’s Chocolate Chip Cookies

Ingredients:
1 cup shortening  3 cups fl our
3/4 cup white sugar 1 tsp salt
3/4 cup brown sugar 1 tsp baking soda
2 eggs 1 cup nuts
1 tsp vanilla 1 cup chocolate chips

You can also add another cup of chocolate chips, granola, coconut, 
oatmeal, etc.

Blend shortening with sugars. Add the wet ingredients and mix. 
Next, add the dry ingredients and mix. Place spoonfuls of the 
dough onto a greased cookie sheet. Bake 10-12 min. at 350° F.

forums, and the answers we gave, can 
be found in the “Appendix.” Depend-
ing on what equipment is available at 
the location, you may need to bring a 
laptop computer, projector, extension 
cords, and a projector screen. Gather 
appropriate handouts and organize 
them in the folders (see “Logistics” 
section in this guide for information 
on how to order folders). Remember 
to bring a sign-in sheet so you’ll be 
able to send additional information 
to participants in the future. In addi-
tion, you may want to bring cookies 
or other refreshments to encourage 
participant interaction and satisfac-
tion. Homemade cookies were a big 
hit at our pilot forums (Box 13)!

6.  The agenda for the forum can be rather straightforward or it can be modifi ed to 
meet time constraints. At the beginning of the forum, pass around the sign-in list 
and let the participants know that you will only contact them to send additional 
information about wood-to-energy projects. The introductory presentation should 
be just long enough to provide a brief overview about using wood for energy (about 
20 to 30 minutes) and the rest of the time the fl oor should be open to participant 
questions and comments. If you are asked questions that no one on your team is 
equipped to answer, let participants know that these questions will be collected, 
researched, and answered by e-mail. The forum atmosphere should be comfortable, 
open, and inviting. Encourage participants to voice their questions and concerns 
and also to be respectful and understanding of others’ views. You want to create 
an atmosphere where the group is learning together: those leading the forum are 
learning about the public’s understanding, misconceptions, and opinions, and the 
participants are learning about the complexity of energy decisions, trade-offs, and 
different viewpoints. 

Our Forum Refl ections, Fall 2006

Six community forums were held in Gainesville, Florida, as part of the pilot Wood 
to Energy outreach program. A total of 172 community members attended these 
forums at public libraries and organiza-
tion meetings. As part of the pilot pro-
gram, the forums were evaluated through 
pre-forum and post-forum surveys, which 
allowed participants to express their 
opinions about using wood for energy 
and comment on the forum components 
and atmosphere. The post-forum surveys 
revealed that, in general, forum partici-
pants gained new knowledge about using 
woody biomass and would support a pro-
posal to build a facility if their concerns 
were addressed. 

Participants may have differing views about the issue of 
using wood for energy, which can lead to confl ict. Being 
aware of community members’ values and perceptions 
about using wood for energy can help you reduce divisive 
situations and facilitate productive discussions. If a con-
troversial situation arises, try to redirect the discussion 
by fi rst recognizing that the issue at hand is complex and 
everyone’s opinion is valuable. See “Resources” for more 
sources of information about dealing with confl ict.
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Our experiences with community forums taught us that it is essential to simplify pre-
sentations and to use graphics, photographs, and other visuals to illustrate the presented 
information, when possible. The information should be relevant to the community and 
paint a clear picture of what using wood for energy might look like in their community. 
Use analogies to explain diffi cult concepts and explain all terms (sustainable forestry, 
cogeneration, etc.). Our presentation can be found after tab eight, on the CD, and on 
the Web site.

We also learned that presenter style and language has an infl uence on how informa-
tion is heard and accepted. Phrases such as, “You’ve got to understand that…” or “My 
professional opinion is…” create a distance between the expert and the audience that 
reduces the likelihood of joint exploration and understanding. Responses that suggest 
that a variety of views are reasonable and helpful, that every question is interesting, and 
that audience members have good ideas are preferred.
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