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The Prospect of The Climate Reality Project

Executive Summary

In this report, I introduce the Climate Reality Project (CRP), which was founded

by former Senator and Vice President Al Gore and has championed the reductions in

greenhouse gas emissions and the adoption of renewable energies for almost two

decades. I then evaluate CRP from its legitimacy, accountability and transparency based

on the guidelines of The NGO handbook (Binder-Aviles, 2012). 1 address Gore’s

investment firm that may have impeded the development of CRP given that critics

argued he could profit from his environmental activism. The NGO leaders or founders

must be willing to empower staff to take more responsibilities and to let others lead,

thus the NGO can outlive the founders and achieve sustainable growth (Binder-Aviles,

2012). Therefore, I suggest Gore resign from the chairman of the board to avoid

conflicts of personal interest. Finally, I also recommend the NGO establish a platform

or allies to redistribute donations to the needy and make the philanthropy more

transparent and fair.

Introduction

Imagine a picture of no summer ice to be seen in the Arctic Ocean in the next

decade. Scientists once predicted it might not happen before 2065 if global temperatures
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only increased 1.5°C. However, the temperatures have been growing dramatically, far

beyond the scientists’ expectations (Borunda, 2020, para. 4). The average temperature

of the 2010s hit record highs, and in 2022 ranked the sixth warmest year in history,

based on National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)’s temperature

data (“Annual 2022 global climate report,” 2023, para. 1). Global warming is melting

Arctic sea ice and causing extreme weather disasters. Therefore, “the reality we now

face implores us to act,” said former Vice President Al Gore, who founded The Climate

Reality Project (CRP) to advocate for the use of green energies and push for global

efforts for climate solutions (““Our mission,” n.d., para. 2). CRP has been established

for more than a decade. It is well funded, well known, and is now taking the leading

role in finding solutions to the climate crisis. Although it is also confronted with

conundrums in the changing world. The purpose of this report is to review the history

of CRP, its mission and initiatives, its strengths and potential challenges, and how it can

generate sustainable transformations to achieve further growth and continue fighting

against global warming.

The background of The Climate Reality Project

CRP was merged from two environmental groups, the Alliance for Climate

Protection and The Climate Project, in July 2011. As a pioneer organization, it addresses
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global warming issues by using online and offline advertisements as well as grassroots

events (“Climate reality project,” n.d., para. 1). Phyllis Cuttino has been the president

and CEO since 2022 (Chow, 2022, para. 1). Former Senator and Vice President Al

Gore is its founder and chairman. He was the progenitor of the documentary movies:

An Inconvenient Truth and An Inconvenient Sequel: Truth to Power. His endeavors on

climate change issues granted him the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize.

CRP’s mission statement is igniting public attention and immediate movements

to solve the climate crisis. Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and justice are the four

backbones of its core values (“Our mission,” n.d., para. 6). It encourages using green

energies such as wind, solar, and hydropower to replace gas and oil fuels. To achieve

these, it launched a variety of campaigns, such as 24 Hours of Reality: an annual,

multimedia event to emphasize the urgency of the climate crisis in every time zone

(Anzilotti, 2017, para. 1); Repower America: championed the reductions in greenhouse

gas emissions and catalyzed Americans to use renewable energies (Eilperin, 2008, para.

21); 100% Committed: motivates cities, businesses, schools, and individuals switching

to eco-friendly electricity (“Our initiatives,” n.d., para. 4) .

Evaluation of legitimacy, accountability, and transparency

First of all, an NGO earns its legitimacy by devoting itself to social needs that the
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public regards as human welfare-related and urgent, and the stakeholders must be

convinced that the NGO is not driven by personal interests (Binder-Aviles, 2012). I

believe CRP has met the criteria to a large extent. Climate change and global warming

are such vital issues of the Earth that each government and society has recognized their

urgency. There is no doubt that CRP’s legitimacy has been granted.

Furthermore, an NGO is perceived as transparent when it strives to present

operational information as much as possible, including its fiscal reports, external and

internal activities (Binder-Aviles, 2012). CRP has fulfilled the criteria as well. It

updates its board of directors, managers and staff online to increase bureaucratic

transparency. It also discloses financial information punctually and rigorously, such

as audited financial statements, annual reports and tax returns. These procedures help

CRP’s stakeholders to see through it, and convince them CRP is aligned with its stated

values, vision and mission.

Last but not least, accountability of an NGO is crucial in building its trust and

credibility with all stakeholders and the community. Because stakeholders have a

variety of needs and expectations, an NGO should listen to and make efforts to fulfill

them (Binder-Aviles, 2012). CRP is associated closely with former Senator and Vice

President Al Gore, who is the founder and chairman of the board of directors. Gore is

the pioneer who has addressed the climate crisis for over 15 years and the progenitor of
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the well-known documentary movies: An Inconvenient Truth and An Inconvenient

Sequel: Truth to Power. People do not question his accountability most of the time.

However, there was once some criticism of Gore’s investment on the renewable energy

industry, which he admitted to investing in green energy companies in a congressional

hearing in 2009. Critics argued that he could profit from his environmental activism

(Bell, 2013, para. 29). The fact that Gore is holding financial interests in the eco-

friendly energy industry may harm CRP’s legitimacy, accountability and reputation to

some degree.

A further concern is the crowding-out effect. According to CRP’s 2019, 2020 and

2021 audited financial statements, its support and revenue, and net assets have

reached the top in the past three years. CRP drew $19 million of support and revenue

in 2019, $21.6M in 2020, and $26.3M in 2021. Meanwhile, its total expenses

maintained the same level as around $18M. Consequently, its net assets have roughly

multiplied four times within three years, from $6.1M to 23.8M. Additionally,

Greenpeace USA, the most well-known NGO, also has acquired massive net assets

growth in 2021, from $23.9M to 43.1M within a year (“Greenpeace 2021 annual report,”

p.24). It is understandable that support and revenue of NGOs fluctuate from time to

time, so CRP and Greenpeace USA might just take advantage of 2021 and benefit. But

it may raise some disputes if NGOs drew too many donations in a short term, especially
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when it has definitely crowded out support for other charity foundations, such as health

care of seniors, children, the poor, education, and the care for disadvantaged social

groups.

Proposed Solutions

To build trust and credibility with the community, the board of an NGO should

demand high ethical standards (Binder-Aviles, 2012). People donate to NGOs because

they believe the NGOs will put social needs above their personal interests. They hope

NGOs’ leaders will make the most of their donations and only devote themselves to

social welfare but not individual benefits. That is why Gore should resign from the

chairman of the board to avoid conflicts of interest. It is understandable that Gore wants

to accelerate the development of green energies through personal investments, and

green energies are one of the viable solutions of the climate crisis. However, it is

difficult to clarify the financial complexity to the public and differentiate between social

needs and personal interests. In the end, it may have negative impacts on CRP’s

legitimacy, accountability and trustworthiness.

Regarding the concern of CRP’s rapid-growing net assets in recent years,

probably the government or a third party should establish some practicable mechanisms

to relocate the donations to those in more urgent need. On the one hand, it is good that
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CRP has drawn a great amount of attention and donations during the pandemic. It has

successfully raised people’s awareness of climate change in the past two decades. On

the other hand, it means some charity organizations were neglected and are demanding

more resources. Mechanisms should be built to prevent the crowding-out effect and to

utilize people’s benevolences. It might not be easy for CRP or Greenpeace USA to

announce that they have received enough support, but they can initiate programs

aligning with other NGOs to redistribute benefactions into more compelling but less-

well-known charity needs. Eventually, all NGOs will benefit from the mechanism

because the public trusts them more and may be willing to donate more money to help

the needy.

Conclusion

All organizations, whether commercial or non-profit, should be conducted

organizational transformations as they grow. If the leaders do not notice the changing

circumstances and enforce transformations beforehand, it will eventually restrain the

organizations from further growth. Battilana and Kimsey (2017) have studied a variety

of social change initiatives and categorized three types of social change leaders: agitator,

innovator and orchestrator. They indicated that when facing movements of social

change, organizations need different types of leadership, or leaders need to switch
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roles among agitator, innovator and orchestrator based on different contexts. Gore is

the founder of CRP and has been the chairman of the board since 2011. He was

successful in playing the role of agitator, innovator and orchestrator. However, as CRP

becomes well developed, it should focus more on orchestrating but not agitating and

innovating. That is why Gore should at least resign from the chairman of the board,

especially when his investment firm kept investing $600M in UK’s Octopus Energy

(Jumchai, 2021, para. 1). It may weaken CRP’s legitimacy when people question

whether Gore’s championing of the climate crisis is for his own profits but not for social

needs.

On top of that, as people are more aware of the climate crisis and global warming,

climate-change-related NGOs should draw adequate but not excessive donations. After

all, climate change is a long-term issue and can not be solved anytime soon. In other

words, it is better for the NGOs to have stable and satisfactory support and revenue,

but not burst within a short period of time. For this reason, setting up a platform or allies

to redistribute donations based on the needs and priorities is of great benefit to the

community, stakeholders and NGOs.
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