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As part of its collective commitment to youth empowerment, 
the World YMCA launched a Youth-Led Solutions Initiative to 
activate young leaders to address global issues through 
solutions that positively impact local and global sustainability, 
the development of just and equitable communities and the 
well-being of all people.  
 
The first Youth-Led Solutions Summit took place in October 
2020 and focused on UN Sustainable Development Goal#13: 
Climate Action. Over 700 young leaders from 50 countries and 
six continents convened virtually to focus on climate action 
and developed 60 solutions to address the climate crisis 
through environmental education, advocacy and more. Of 
those, seven U.S. solution teams formed to address climate 
action in the U.S.  Solutions covered a broad range of topics, 
including environmental education, vermicomposting, food 
rescue, and more.  
 
The Youth-Led Solutions Initiative put critical resources, 
including seed funding, into the hands of young Y changemakers who are developing innovative 
approaches to address global issues both at home and abroad.  
 
IMPACT AT A GLANCE 
 

• 2,084 people impacted (children, young people, adults) 
• More than 20 community partners engaged  
• 7 Solution Teams; 7 Projects focused on Climate Action  
• 65 Solution Team Members 
• Launched a national awareness campaign that was picked up by over 130 local and 

national news outlets.  
• 48 households Composting 
• Additional funding secured: $10,000  
• Recovered 6,000 lbs. of electronic waste  
• 3 projects focusing on eliminating food waste  
• Rescued & distributed a total amount of over 24,000 pounds of varieties of good? 

Foods 
 
 
 

Long Beach solution team member 
shows off the shirt that they use to 
raise awareness of their work. 
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ANN ARBOR YMCA (MICHIGAN) & ALBAY YMCA (PHILIPPINES) 
 
 
“Having this project and being involved in 
different community-based activities, is a great 
honor and a great opportunity for me, not just to 
help my community but also to influence others 
to do small steps and actions. We should start by 
recalibrating our small actions such as 
unplugging appliances while not in use, turning 
off the light, using stairs instead of using 
elevators and a lot more. With these micro steps, 
we can have a macro effect" 
-Rolando Torralba Jr., Eco-Leader 
 
To bring a global component to their solutions, 
the Ann Arbor YMCA Solutions Team was 
intentional early on to engage Ann Arbor’s 
International Partner, the Albay YMCA located in 
the Philippines. The Albay YMCA has been 
engaged in Climate Action work with youth for 
years.  Together they designed, launched and 
implemented, C.A.R.E FOR CLIMATE, C.A.R.E 
stands for Cultivating Action through Responsible 
Education program. C.A.R.E for Climate is a youth-driven leadership development program to 
prepare youth leaders to lead in their community to combat climate change locally and 
internationally. 
 
The leadership development program consisted of the following components:  

• Training of Trainers; 12 eco-leaders trained from Albay and Ann Arbor.  The training 
curriculum consisted of Climate Change and its Impact, Leading Change (behavioral, 
transformational, organizational), field exposure, and strategic planning.  

• Design & Implementation; Eco-Leaders developed a plan of action that includes the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of a community-based project to combat water and air 
pollution in their peer-community (school, club, team, etc.). 

• Mobilize eco-allies; Each Eco-Leader engaged and mentored over 20 Eco-Allies over a period 
of three to six  months for a collective impact of mobilizing approximately 720 young 
people. Eco-Leaders had  an intentional focus to ensure diverse and equitable 
representation among youth participants. 

 
The Ann Arbor YMCA and the Albay YMCA adapted to the new ways of communicating, conducting 
trainings and activities during this pandemic on virtual platforms.  This solution project deepened 
the international partnership by connecting young people across the globe and providing a platform 
for the Eco-Leaders to collaborate on advancing shared initiatives.   
 
 
  

Albay & Ann Arbor YMCA Eco-Leaders discuss their 
collaboration of the eco-leader program they are 

developing. 
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YMCA OF HONOLULU (HAWAII) 
 
“This project was able to bring a holistic awareness as we move forward. As a solutions team we 
are interested in looking at the Y's own carbon footprint and seeking ways to reduce it.” 
-Solutions Team Member  
 
The YMCA of Honolulu 
Solution Team set out 
to educate the 
community on existing 
resources and make 
the disposal of e-waste 
more accessible. Their 
project focused on 
hosting e-waste 
collection events in 
districts that are 
heavily impacted by 
improper e-waste 
disposal and create 
educational materials 
to raise awareness on 
proper E-waste disposal.  
 
During their e-waste collection events, they prevented 6,000 lbs. of electronic waste from 
entering into our landfills and streams. They engaged with 60+ participants including a local 
district representative from the McCully- Kapahulu District. Because of their efforts, the Y created 
stronger relationships with key organizations like the Kapahulu Center, Damien Memorial School, T 

& N Recycling, and ReUse Hawai‘i. 
 
The next step for the YMCA of Honolulu 
Solution’s Team is the need to form a 
sustainability group consisting of young 
adults to help keep the Y and programs 
accountable on Climate Action.  
 
The YMCA of Honolulu has made plans to 
continue to support e-waste drives, as 
well as collaborate with local community 
partners at Kapahulu Center to continue 
these efforts. They will incorporate 
college-led programs and volunteer 
opportunities to better-engage kupuna 
(elders) involved with the community.  

 
 
 

  

E-waste Recycling Event. Honolulu, 2021 

Collected E-Waste. Honolulu, 2021 
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YMCA OF THE ROCKIES (COLORADO) 
 
“One of the biggest lessons our team learned is that 
small changes can make a big impact.” 
-YMCA of the Rockies Solution Team Member  
 
The YMCA of the Rockies is different from most 
YMCAs because it operates a large lodging and 
conference center.  The YMCA of Rockies Solution 
Team focused their solution efforts on the over-use of 
plastic cling wrap in the YMCA of the Rockies 
housekeeping department.. The seed grant allowed 
the Youth-Led Solution team to cover the upfront 
cost of purchasing reusable storage options for 
towels and linens in the housekeeping department to 
replace the current “bundle system,” which involves 
wrapping towels and linens in plastic wrap to 
transport them to cabins and lodge rooms. 
 
Their key successes include implementing the use of 
reusable bags for storage and bundling in the 
housekeeping department at YMCA of the Rockies 
and starting a liftgate system used in housekeeping 
to help staff members transport these larger storage 
containers to cabins and lodge rooms. By eliminating 
plastic wrap from just one department, YMCA of the 
Rockies has greatly reduced its environmental 
impact. 
 
Additionally, through these efforts, the solution team 
launched a national awareness campaign that was 
picked up by over 130 local and national news 
outlets.  
 
  

Infographic created by YMCA of the Rockies 
Solutions Team to highlight their sustainability 

work. March 2021.  
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SIOUX YMCA (SOUTH DAKOTA) 
The Sioux YMCA serves the communities on and near 
the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe Reservation in South 
Dakota. It is the only YMCA in the US located on a 
Native American reservation. The Sioux Y serves the 
youth of the reservation on-site, in the Tribal schools, 
in the communities, and through camp. The solution 
team’s project was focused on combating food waste in 
indigenous communities while simultaneously 
addressing food insecurity on the Cheyenne 
reservation.  
 
The solution team partnered with the tribe and local 
business to rescue food that would have otherwise been 
thrown out and made meal packs to redistribute to 
community members in need. Overall, the solution team 
rescued approximately 1,000 pounds of food from going 
to waste, made and delivered food to over 200 people 
and two homeless shelters, and educated their local 
community on what food waste looks like.  
 
Moving forward, the solution team will continue to build more partnerships with local businesses 
and farmers and explore more methods of distribution to expand their impact and reach. They are 
also planning to meet with the tribal government and South Dakota senator to explore policy 
changes related to food waste and climate action. 
 
 

YMCA OF SAN FRANCISCO (CALIFORNIA) 
 
“I am blown away by our ability to achieve the goal we 
were inspired to create. YLSS has created a platform for 
critical voices to be elevated and has given our 
organization a group to centralize our environmental 
sustainability work. While we have so much more work to 
do, coming to this step is pivotal in our organization. As 
our opportunities for funding increase, and we continue to 
inspire and mobilize key leaders, I can only see our initial 
solution turning into a functioning department in the next 
5 years. I am excited to not just share how this was 
possible and the ways this will be done, but also excited to 
hear what other solutions also experienced significant 
success.” 
 
-Shak, solution team leader 
 
The solution team from the YMCA of San Francisco focused on creating a Climate Justice Task Force 
to address and promote sustainability and equity within the YMCA. The group hopes to establish a 
permanent Climate Justice department that specifically focuses on initiatives and efforts that 
increase green sustainability and fiscal and racial equity of decision-making processes. The solution 
team is comprised of largely frontline YMCA staff, who do not often have the same opportunities to 
engage in organization-wide initiatives since they are hourly employees.  
The Climate Justice Task Force started a zero-waste project that is in alignment with the City of 
San Francisco's goals of zero net waste (part of the city’s 2050 vision). This program, known as a 

The Sioux YMCA solution team prepares to serve 
community members homemade banana bread 

muffins made from rescued bananas from a local 
grocery store, 2021. 
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reuse center, will focus on diverting textile and packaging waste while providing a supply base and 
resource to the YMCA Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math (STEAM) programs.  
 
In addition, the team has held two community meetings to recruit interest and start their education 
and advocacy scope of work. The solution has currently impacted 15 people between the ages of 
15-30. With the creation of the Reuse center, the solutions team will impact 400 youth by 
December 2021.  
 
Moving forward, the solution team will engage in advocacy and education in strategic meetings or 
conversations that relate to organizational sustainability within the YMCA. Additionally, the team is 
searching opportunities to retrofit at least one property with solar panels that will reduce energy 
emissions through fossil fuels.  
 
YMCA OF THE UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS  
 
“In the future, I am planning to be more involved within the 
environmental field. While I am still at college, I will join a few 
more environmental competitions, grow vermiCUlture, and 
conduct research in wastewater issues using the knowledge 
that I get from my Plant Biotechnology major. Upon 
graduation, I am planning to create a plant biotechnology 
research company focused on making innovations to make the 
world more sustainable.”    
-Stuart, solution team leader, and college student  
 
The University YMCA is located on the campus of the University 
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. This area did not previously have 
a sustainable food waste disposal that is available to everyone 
and can be easily accessed. To address this gap, the YMCA 
solution team introduced the "Vermicomposting at Home" 
program, so that anyone can participate in sustainable practice 
without having to go far away from home.  
 
The solution team organized itself into five divisions (Communications, Field Operations, Finance, 
Education, and Outreach & Marketing) and successfully distributed vermicomposting kits (along 
with education materials) to approximately 50 people from March to May 2021.  
 
Starting in September, the group is planning to scale up their project, reaching out to more local 
people to reduce food waste even further. They are currently partnering with six organizations and 
plan to continue to seek more partners in the area to divert some reusable materials for the 
vermicomposting kits, which can reduce much more general waste. Additionally, the solution team 
will build a small-scale centralized vermicomposting system, so that people who cannot have 
vermicomposting kits in their homes can still participate in the program. The team of young people 
also raised an additional $10,000 from the University of Illinois Student Sustainability Committee 
to continue and expand their work.  
 

A solution team member shows off 
the vermiculture kit she will use to 

start composting.  
Urbana, IL. March 2021  
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YMCA OF GREATER LONG BEACH (CALIFORNIA) 
 
“What am I am most proud of this project is being able to give 
food to those who have been hit the hardest during COVID and 
being able to help the environment at the same time. Also, being 
able to get everyone in the community together to make this 
project happen.” 
-Daniela, solution team member 
 
The solution team from YMCA of Greater Long Beach tackled two 
main issues through their project: reducing food waste and 
increasing food security. From January to April 2021, the youth 
solution team rescued a total amount of over 23,000 pounds of 
food that otherwise would have gone to waste.  
Instead, the rescued food went to feeding families in need of 
support. Through this food distribution, over 250 people from 
diverse communities facing food insecurity during the pandemic 
saved around $300 per family a month by consuming the food they received from this project. This 
has reduced significant burdens, stresses, and fear of food insecurity during the pandemic. This 
projected supported low-income kids and families with the nutrition that they need to maintain 
their daily diet and overall health during the pandemic. Additionally, the solution team shared 
educational messages on reducing food waste among YMCA staff, youth participants, program 
participants, and communities we served.  
 
Nationally, one of the youth solution team members made a presentation about the project 
"Reducing Food Waste and Increasing Food Security" at the Y-USA Virtual National Advocacy Days 
Youth Voice Panel. A youth speaker gave many practical solutions and encouraged all YMCAs in the 
country to take climate action. The youth solution team also produced an educational and impact 
story video about the project to disseminate the outcomes and educate the community and the 
world around food waste and food security.  
Watch it here. 
 
 
LESSONS LEARNED 
Y-USA asked the U.S. Solution Teams to share key lessons learned that could help future Youth-
Led Solutions. These are their thoughts: 
 
“There has been an incredible sense of power in discovering how a small idea shared between a 
group of passionate colleagues has evolved into an action. The main lesson is to be optimistic, but 
at the same time understand that it takes significant time and energy to drive the work. Naturally 
because of how our system is structured in the YMCA, the work to change or create something new 
is time and effort that is volunteered. To galvanize this momentum and create a new format is in 
addition to the role or jobs that are already a top priority. Therefore, the pioneering is done on 
volunteered labor. A systemic issue that we hope to change one day. For many it has been 
interesting to understand how a team can competently function remotely, we have been successful 
despite a period where so many are disconnected. In fact, if it were not for remote work, many on 
the team agree that we would not have been as successful.” 
- YMCA of San Francisco 
 
“The value of international partnerships and spending time identifying the common areas of focus 
between communities across out globe while also strategizing ways to leverage this relationship to 
support future needs.” 

Solution team member distributing 
food to community members and 

reducing food waste.  
Long Beach, CA. April 2021 

https://fb.watch/4l1vOmFq2X/
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-Ann Arbor YMCA 
 
“Among the many lessons we as a team have learned from this valuable and eco-friendly project 
are how much food waste really occurs both on and off our reservation, how many opportunities 
there are out in the world to turn discarded food into valuable results, and many more.”  
-Sioux YMCA  
 
LOOKING AHEAD  
Y-USA asked the U.S. Solution Teams to share their insights on how the YMCA should continue to 
advance the UN sustainable developmental goals. These are their responses:  
 
“The YMCA should consider leveraging youth voice and leadership within their organizations. It 
would be beneficial for each board to include a youth-led sustainability committee to examine and 
implement a plan with a goal to help reach obtainable sustainability goals for that particular 
branch. “ 
-YMCA of Honolulu 
 
“Making changes at each YMCA across the country is impactful, but the biggest change we can 
make is on a governmental level. Policy changes that support environmental sustainability on a 
larger scale is the only way to speed up the progress that we need to save our environment. We 
are lucky to be able to have the community impact that we do have especially within the youth of 
our area. We can do our best to teach them ways to carry forward in their life with a more 
sustainable outlook.” 
-YMCA of the Rockies  
 
“The YMCA should be involved by continuing to bring youth or young people to lead and innovate 
solutions. This model of creating solution teams works. The seed money to start with is great, for 
real substantial change, it will take a lot more money to see more of this in action. Since this is 
relevant for our region and our Association aligns in this interest, or is a passion area, it is 
relatively easy to galvanize support. We wonder if in other regions, this would be the same. There 
is also an opportunity to increase the amount of qualitative data collection and sharing. A sort of 
map of what solutions are being applied where and the results of this. (this is a long-term road 
map to solution building in the YMCA network)” 
-YMCA of San Francisco  
 
 
IMPACT SUMMARY 
 

 
YMCA 

 
Total Individuals 

Impacted 
YMCA of Honolulu 60  
YMCA of the Rockies  1,000  
Ann Arbor YMCA and Albay YMCA 469 
Sioux YMCA 200 

YMCA of the University Illinois 50  
YMCA of San Francisco   15  
Community Development YMCA of Greater Long Beach  290  

TOTAL 2,084  
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FINANCIAL REPORT  
Y-USA mobilized funding from two sources to provide seed grants to the solution teams,, for a total 
of $73,680.  
 
Y-USA received the following amounts from the following sources: 
 

• Singer Philanthropies: $50,000 
• Y-USA National Board Changemakers Funds: $23,680 

 

Seed Grants 
Y-USA distributed $73,680 in seed grants to 7 Local YMCA Associations.  
 

DESCRIPTION BUDGET ACTUALS Variance 

*YMCA of Honolulu $9,210  $9,210  -  
*YMCA of Greater Long Beach $9,210 $9,189  $21  
YMCA of San Francisco  $9,210 $9,210 -  
Ann Arbor YMCA $9,210 $9,210 -  
YMCA of the Rockies $9,210 $9,210 - 
Sioux YMCA $9,210 $9,210 -  
University YMCA $9,210 $9,210 - 
**Kentucky YMCA Youth Association  $9,210 $9,210  - 
    
Sub-total  $73,680 $73,659 21  
    
TOTAL $73,680   - 

 
-Overall Expenditure Report for the Period January 2020-May 2021 
-In U.S. Dollars and rounded to the nearest dollar 

 
Notes:  

- * Indicates YMCAs that received Y-USA board funds. 
- ** The Kentucky YMCA Youth Association Solutions Team experienced high team member 

turnover and was not able to complete the original project plan. Y-USA is currently working 
with the Kentucky YMCA Youth Association to extend their timeline and revise their project 
plans.  Y-USA anticipates that they will complete their revised project by the end of August 
2021.  

- The YMCAs in purple indicate that they received Singer Philanthropies fund. 
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