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AS YOU’LL SEE IN THE PAGES AHEAD, WHEN ASKED 
TO REFLECT ON HIS SCA EXPERIENCES TO DATE, 
ONE CREW MEMBER QUIPPED THAT “EVERY DAY IS 
AN ADVENTURE.”  

I know the feeling.

As you may be aware, I joined SCA as its CEO in May. Six 
months later, I have yet to meet, in person, the overwhelming 
majority of my SCA colleagues. Yet by tapping into video  
conferencing technology and the remarkable fortitude of our 
board and staff, we worked together to forge our way through  
a most unusual summer conservation season.

Additionally, we completed a three-year strategic plan,  
established new partnerships, launched an important diversity 
initiative, and opened a review of operational systems, among 
other advancements.

One “adventure” that stands out from the rest, however,  
occurred just a few weeks ago at Rock Creek Park in  
Washington, DC. That’s where I conducted my first SCA site 
visit, spending a socially-distanced yet enriching day with one  
of our young adult crews. Like many of the SCA teams profiled 
in this newsletter, the Rock Creek Park crew was tasked with 
making a dent in deferred maintenance projects; specifically,  
repairing a flagging fence at an equine park and removing  
invasive bamboo thickets from a steep hillside.

The team, funded through a grant from the National Park  
Foundation, was comprised of veteran SCA participants and 
their experience and enthusiasm showed as the crew took us on 
a tour of their work, noting especially the bamboo’s negative 
impact on the local ecosystem.

In the crisp autumn air, they shared with me the challenges  
they faced when the team’s start was delayed a month by the 
pandemic and what it was like transitioning from home school-
ing to suddenly working together, on site, under strict safety 
measures. At the same time, however, they talked about being 
rejuvenated by the outdoors and a renewed sense of team, and 
how their leadership and work skills had improved over time.

I write this message just before the November election, its  
outcome unknown amid continuing questions about our  
nation’s course: coronavirus, climate, economy, equality. But  
I offer this absolute certainty: the determination and resiliency 
demonstrated by the SCA members I met at Rock Creek Park 
and that of SCA volunteers across the country provide real  
hope for our future and a model for moving forward. 

Thank you for your ongoing support of these inspiring young 
leaders. I wish you and yours a warm and safe holiday season, 
and join you in embracing the promise of a new year.

STEPHANIE MEEKS
CEO AND PRESIDENT

Moving.  
Forward      
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SCA’s annual Alumni Engagement Week, held Sept. 21-26, 
surpassed all goals and expectations. Events included an online 
“Unconference” which examined the issues of Justice, Equity, 
Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI) through the experiences and 
insights of SCA alums nationwide; a Happy Hour featuring  
comments from SCA Founder Liz Putnam; an SCA Now  
conversation with CEO Stephanie Meeks; and a fundraiser  
that brought in nearly $60,000, shattering all previous  
SCA Giving Day records. 

Alumni feedback ranged from “I found the online sessions 
inspirational and enlightening” to “Liked the fun atmosphere!” 
and “The discussions were great and it was a treat to meet Liz!” 
Our special thanks to all involved, and save the dates for next 
year: Alumni Engagement Week 2021 runs September 20-25. 

UPS DELIVERS
SCA will field a new conservation crew program in Atlanta 
next summer with the aid of a two-year, $450,000 grant  
from the UPS Foundation. A long-time SCA partner, UPS 
increased its support to provide jobs and career training  
for young people of color in the Georgia capital, where  
the foundation is based, and to support SCA community 
programs nationwide. 

“We are launching this effort to focus our environmental 
programs in low-income and underserved communities,” said 
UPS Foundation President and UPS Chief Diversity and  
Inclusion Officer Eduardo Martinez. “By taking this approach,  
we are using the power of our commitment to social justice, 
equity, and the environment to bring life-enhancing changes 
that can restore the ability for our communities to thrive.”

ALUMNI WEEK ACHIEVEMENTS

Maximize Your Impact!
Contributions made by  

December 31 will be matched  
by a generous group of donors!  

Your gift will make a lasting  
difference in the lives of our  

young members and the public lands  
we are working hard to protect.  

thesca.org/matchTGW
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The Mukooda Lake Trail is one of the few on the park’s eastern 
sector, an area accessible only by boat that features a handful of 
campsites known for their solitude. 

“Selfishly, I wanted to come out here and be away from the 
world and what’s going on and be one with nature,” said Kelly 
Graner, another crew member. “But I also recognized there’s  
a need for certain things to be done and wanted to use my 
abilities to help with those needs. “There was a [social] trail 
along the water that seemed kind of dangerous, where some 
pathways were overgrown.” 

If the crew needed any validation that their work was meaning-
ful, Kelly says they got it toward the end of the project. “You 
didn’t see a ton of people out there but a group of guys were 
hiking and stopped to say ‘we’ve been coming here since the 
‘80s and to finally have a trail like this—it’s incredible!’ That 
was really special.”

Apparently the crew was, too. Voyageurs Operations Specialist 
Seth Nelson told the International Falls Journal that SCA trail 
teams are always his top choice. “They camp out, they work, 
and they’re excellent,” said Nelson.

CHICAGO, IL 
The U.S. Forest Service places the number of trees in and 
around this city at 157 million. Those trees store 62 million 
tons of CO2, annually remove another 677,000 tons of carbon 
from the air, and are valued at over $50 billion. 

SCA crews are helping to maintain these extraordinary  
ecological assets. From late June to mid-September, a “tree 
team” sponsored by the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI) boarded a truck each morning with a 500 gallon tank 
of water in tow.

FROM THE BEGINNING, SCA FOUNDER LIZ PUTNAM’S 
vision held that the young people of her organization were to 
complement park and forest staffs by “completing significant  
projects that otherwise would not be done”—the very  
definition of deferred maintenance. 

The Great American Outdoors Act will take a massive  
whittling knife to the $20 billion federal lands maintenance 
backlog through the infusion of $9 billion over the next five 
years. Passed in July to create jobs in a Covid-ravaged economy, 
the Act also includes a permanent funding mechanism to  
ensure that fewer projects are relegated to the back burner 
moving forward. Many have called it the most significant  
environmental law in a generation.

This measure was one of the few welcome moments in a  
difficult year, one that saw SCA reduce program levels, modify 
service dates, and introduce new safety protocols in response 
to the coronavirus. Our focus on preservation and restoration 
never wavered, however, and as America’s resource managers 
begin to assemble their maintenance wish lists, The GreenWay 
spotlights some of the SCA teams already making quick work 
of delayed priorities.

INTERNATIONAL FALLS, MN
There’s a lot of history at Voyageurs National Park. Native 
Americans, the fur trade, even a short-lived gold rush. 

And for the past 20 years, a proposed hiking trail along Mu-
kooda Lake has languished on Voyageurs’ management plan. 

In 2019, however, park officials finally GPS-mapped a route, 
and that summer SCA crews went to work clearing brush and 
blowdowns. This year, two more crews followed, constructing 
boardwalks and waterbars, installing rock steps, and smooth-
ing over roots. Then, just weeks ago amid glowing foliage, the 
last SCA team completed the 2.7 mile trail that takes visitors 
through boreal forests to scenic overlooks of both Mukooda 
and Sand Point Lakes, less than a mile from the Canadian 
border.

“It takes a special kind of passion to do this,” noted crew 
member Paul Turowicz. “You just really have to be in love with 
the environment and nature, and have this urge to work in 
conservation.” 

SCA members planted, watered, and monitored trees 
in Chicago and Indiana. 

The Great  
American  
Outdoors Act:  
A LANDMARK BILL FOR LANDS
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states Ryan, “we realize how we were once strangers but  
now share an experience of coming together as community 
members to give back to the planet and literally make a  
growing, positive impact on the world.”

Participants say they’re delighted to spend so much time in 
nature. In the words of one corps member, “every day is an 
adventure that never gets old.”     

WASHINGTON, DC
Far to the east, the Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal  
extends more than 180 miles along the Potomac River from 
the District of Columbia to Cumberland, MD. During the 
Civil War, this strategic transport corridor separated the North 
from the South. Consequently, it was often the target of  
incursions and so it is today, by an unrelenting force of invasive 
plants including Japanese knotweed, multiflora rose, and garlic 
mustard. These exotic species threaten to choke off native veg-
etation and damage century-old structures along the waterway.

SCA teams have been working at the C&O Canal National 
Historical Park virtually nonstop for the past year. “You cut 
them down one day and two days later, they’re back,” notes 
Vladen Jefimov, whose crew began in June and in late summer 
was renewed through March 2021.

A 23-year-old West Virginian who has thru-hiked the  
Appalachian Trail, Vladen contends that stewardship is the 
price of being a recreationist. “I am a trail user and feel I have 
to give back to what I am using,” he reasons. “We have to 
maintain these trails and preserve them for use in the future.”

That’s why he’s devoting months to removing invasive plants, 
hauling trash, and repairing trails. “The best part of my day is 
when people thank us for the work we’re doing. If the people 

“We’d start at seven o’clock,” explains crew member Tyler 
Brooks, 21. “If we didn’t get enough rain, we’d water all week, 
up to 500 trees a day. If we did get enough rainfall, we’d  
mulch and trim.”

The team persevered through Chicago’s hottest summer on 
record. Daily temperatures soared to nearly five degrees higher 
than average, making tree care all the more vital. The city’s 
urban canopy reduces residential energy costs by $44 million  
a year. 

With the arrival of fall, tree team members began planting 
hundreds of native green ash, boxelders, and American  
elms. Tyler, who is studying environmental science at  
Purdue University, says the experience has been invaluable.  
“Everything I’m doing with SCA is putting my classroom 
activities into perspective.”

In nearby Indiana, SCA’s Calumet Tree Conservation Corps 
will plant up to 1,000 trees this year along the industrialized 
Grand Calumet Watershed. “The trees we plant help regulate 
temperature, purify the air we breathe, intake water that could 
otherwise flood public areas, and last but not least, provide 
support for native wildlife,” notes Corps Leader Ryan Bennett. 

From the field, the team uploads species, locations, sourcing 
nurseries, and other information to an online database. “It is 
important for the newly planted trees to be carefully monitored 
within their first two to three years of establishment,” Ryan 
notes. The database, he adds, is a huge efficiency-booster as 
without it “either we could not plant as many trees or risk a 
lower survival rate for the trees we do plant.”

Both crews engage local volunteers in planting projects and all 
agree that’s often the best part of the job. “In that moment,” 

(continued on page 6)

Kelly (second from right) and her SCA crew 
at Voyageurs National Park

“The trees we plant help 
regulate temperature,  

purify the air we breathe, 
intake water that could 
otherwise flood public  
areas, and last but not 

least, provide support for 
native wildlife.”  

RYAN BENNETT 
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SUPPORTER SPOTLIGHT:
The Tuuk Family 

that utilize these resources aren’t having a good time, then I’m 
not doing my job.”

For all his pay-it-forward vision, Vladen is also focused on  
the past. The C&O’s historic stone culverts, headwalls, and 
other masonry structures “allow the passage of water without  
erosion,” he says, but are vulnerable to cracks and crevices  
resulting from root growth, as are the numerous lock houses 
that once served as the keepers’ homes and which are open  
to the public today. 

“A lot of families used to live along the Potomac, so there’s a 
lot of heritage and history here,” Vladen notes. “Transportation 
history, too, as this was an important trade route.”

He hopes his SCA experience will help to “progress my career 
in conservation, and facilitate getting my foot in the door. I 
network when I’m able, pick [park professionals’] brains about 
what their work is like and how they got to be in that position.”

In the past 50 years alone, national park visitation rates  
have doubled, reaching 327 million in 2019. Maintenance 
budgets haven’t nearly kept pace, however, posing risks to  
park resources and patrons alike. And this year, with so many  
having rediscovered how essential nature is to their quality  
of life, the imperative to address the burgeoning backlog has 
only become more urgent. 

As this edition of The GreenWay went to press, the U.S. Forest 
Service tabbed SCA to initiate nearly a million dollars’ worth 
of maintenance work, upgrading trails, information kiosks, 
campgrounds, and more.

As the Great American Outdoors Act and, potentially,  
additional measures take aim at the vast amount of upkeep 
necessary to preserve our natural and cultural heritage, SCA 
volunteers will always step up and, in the process, advance an 
esteemed legacy of youth service and stewardship. 

When the Tuuks pack for an adventure, they  
prefer the trails less traveled.

They seek out quiet spaces where they can focus on wildlife, 
solitude, and each other, even at popular national parks.  
In fact, that’s where Roger, the patriarch, suspects they first 
encountered SCA. “We probably met young people with  
SCA shirts on in a national park who told us about what  
SCA does and it became an interest of ours,” he says.

As kids, Roger and wife Becky were brought up by their  
respective families to appreciate the outdoors as well as the 
importance of altruism. It was therefore only natural to  
instill these values in their children and Becky says they  
responded as early as seventh grade.

“I picked up Jonathan from school one day and he told me  
he gave money from his paper route for 9/11 relief,” she  
recalls. “I thought, ‘oh great!’ but at the same time I was 
thinking $100 is a lot for a seventh grader to give!”

“I wrapped $20 bills in $1 bills because I knew it was a  
sizeable gift,” notes Jonathan, who 19 years later teaches 
middle and high school students.

The Tuuks, of Michigan, see SCA conservation programs 
as opportunities for young adults to learn and practice the 
concepts of environmental stewardship, something that very 
much aligns with their personal values and philanthropic  
priorities. Daughter Jennifer, an entrepreneur with a  

background in social work and conservation, asserts  
connecting with the outdoors at a young age is vital. “A lot 
of people fear nature because they don’t understand it and 
haven’t had experiences in it. SCA gives young people a 
chance to do just that through education and awareness.”

“For wild spaces to be saved,” adds Becky, “we have to get 
young people involved in helping to save them. I like that 
SCA teaches young people about jobs outside. I think that’s 
crucial.”

Thanks, Becky. So do we!
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SCA alumni have long been a fixture on the North American 
Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE)’s annual 
30 Under 30 list, and that trend continued with the NAAEE’s 
annual salute to 30 people under 30 years of age who are 
change-makers in the environmental field. 

Four past SCA members earned their place on the 2020 list:

n  Brianna Amingwa, 28, interned at Ottawa National Wildlife 
Refuge in 2011 and is now working with SCA crews and 
other youth volunteers at John Heinz National Wildlife  
Refuge at Tinicum in Philadelphia. “I work to directly 
engage students with nature to build a sense of ownership 
that leads to stewardship,” Brianna told NAAEE. “Given the 
necessary resources and support, students are empowered to 
create an authentic impact that improves their surroundings 
and builds a more sustainable community.”

n  Marcus Rosten, 27, teaches aquatic ecology in Buffalo public 
schools. His SCA path began at Tongass National Forest in 
2014 and then progressed to an NPS Academy placement  
at the Grand Canyon, followed by another internship at 
Minute Man National Historical Park in Massachusetts. 
“Education is important,” he says, “because the health of  
a community is inextricably linked to the health of its  
waterways and the land use history of the region.”

n  Melanie Quiñones Santiago, 25, served in three natural 
resources internships at El Yunque National Forest from 
2017-2019. Today, she’s pursuing a Master of Science degree 
at Cornell. “I have been connected to education, science, and 
nature since my early years in Puerto Rico, where I developed 
a profound understanding of the landscape that surrounded 

Four SCA Alums  
Cited by NAAEE’s  
30 UNDER 30

me, rooted in an appreciation of tropical ecosystems and 
the utilization of natural resources for farming, my family’s 
principal source of income.”

n  Olivia Walton, 29, is a Master’s student at the University of 
New Haven. “My mission as an educator,” she states, “is to 
foster a passion for celebrating and protecting the natural 
world through interdisciplinary, exploratory, and inspira-
tional opportunities for kids of all ages and backgrounds, 
particularly the most underrepresented and at-risk members 
of our global community.” Olivia completed a biology  
internship at Tamarac National Wildlife Refuge in 2017.

NAAEE’s 30 Under 30 program “celebrates the unique and 
passionate leadership of talented young leaders around the 
world” and those recognized receive support to expand their 
impact through networking, peer mentoring, professional 
development, and grant opportunities. 

Your Good  
Planning Can  
Benefit Their Future
If you have an IRA as part of your  
retirement plan and are over 70 ½,  
you can make a tax-free gift to SCA  
to advance youth conservation service. 

To learn more, visit:  
https://plannedgiving.thesca.org/IRA

Clockwise from top left: Brianna Amingwa, Marcus Rosten, 
Melanie Quiñones Santiago, and Olivia Walton
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The Student Conservation Association (SCA) is America’s  
largest and most effective youth conservation service 
organization. SCA conserves lands and transforms lives by 
empowering young people of all backgrounds to plan, act,  
and lead, while they protect and restore our natural and  
cultural resources. Founded in 1957, SCA’s mission is to  
build the next generation of conservation leaders.
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Puebloan occupation was at its greatest at the time, but  
human activity in the area goes back some 10,000 years, when 
underground volcanic activity formed many of the lava tubes 
Henry probes today. 

“Native Americans here at the time actually saw those lava 
flows occur and these events impacted their culture,” he states. 
“These tubes became sacred places.

“Inside the tubes, researchers have found plenty of charcoal 
and firewood in what were formerly ice caves. It’s believed they 
built fires to melt ice for water.”

Evidence also indicates Ancestral Puebloans used the caves to 
escape summer heat, and used lava rocks for everything from 
hunting to painting. The archaeological findings at El Malpais, 
Henry says, contribute to our understanding of the human  
experience and how ancient peoples used ingenuity to live 
under harsh conditions. 

“That’s the main question,” Henry declares. “That’s essentially 
the mystery we’re trying to resolve.”

STUDENT CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION, INC.
689 River Road
Charlestown, NH 03603-4171

THESCA.ORG
thegreenway@thesca.org

When Spanish explorers encountered the jagged 
lava fields here, they called them El Malpais.  
“The badlands.” But hundreds of years earlier, 
Ancestral Puebloans lived on these rugged lands 
and Henry Kennell wants to know how.

“I’ve always been interested in history and the stories that  
come out of it,” he explains. 

Henry is on his second stint as an SCA archaeological intern  
at El Malpais National Monument, some 80 miles west of 
Albuquerque, NM. Last year, he and the monument staff  
spent the majority of their time surveying the park’s  
boundaries. “We were discovering unknown sites seemingly 
every day,” he says. 

Now the 23-year-old is exploring the hundreds of miles  
of lava tubes beneath El Malpais. Alongside professional  
archaeologists and science technicians, he dons a warm  
jacket, helmet and headlamp, knee and elbow pads, and  
caving gloves before beginning his descent.

“Some of the caves are as much as 30 meters (100 feet) high  
or wide,” Henry notes. “Others you have to crawl through, 
along with all the spiders and other bugs.”

When they locate an artifact, the team labels it as stone tool, 
pottery, etc. and records its GPS location. “We’ve carbon- 
dated charred wood and corn cobs confirming previous  
theories that these items date from 900 to 1,300 A.D.”

Intern Probes  
Mysteries from  
the Past

NEW MEXICO
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