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STUDENT CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION        

It all started with…

Well, this isn’t going to be quite as easy as  
I thought.  

SCA’s origins date back exactly 65 years to 1957, when our first 
volunteers reported for service at Grand Teton and Olympic 
National Parks. But there was so much before that.

FDR’s 1933 launch of the Civilian Conservation Corps, on 
which SCA is modeled. Family trips to the Quebec wilderness 
that enchanted a pre-teen Liz Putnam. The post-war surge in 
national park visitations, which led to columnist Bernard  
DeVoto’s call to close the parks for their own protection, which 
led to Liz’s Vassar senior thesis in which she first proposed a 
Student Conservation Corps.

All that and more preceded the historic moment six and a half 
decades ago when the youth conservation movement was born. 
Of course, it didn’t happen virally as so many things do today. 
SCA had only 53 members in its first year and barely  
maintained that annual figure over the next 10. 

Like many visionaries, Liz was ahead of her time and, eventually, 
the nation caught up. The Wilderness Act passed. Earth Day 
dawned. The EPA formed. And on the service front, the Peace 
Corps and the Youth Conservation Corps offered young people 
even more options to aid others.

SCA rapidly expanded beyond the National Park Service to  
join forces with the U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land  
Management, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Our members 
fueled the Greater Yellowstone Recovery Corps in the wake of 

destructive wildfires, hurricane restoration efforts in the  
Everglades, and vital flood repairs on Mount Rainier.

Waves of underserved city teens enrolled in SCA urban  
initiatives hailed by the U.S. Conference of Mayors as one of 
America’s top green job programs. We retrained military veterans 
returning from overseas for new careers with the Forest Service, 
and established workforce diversity initiatives with the National 
Park Service and Fish and Wildlife Service.

Along the way, Liz Putnam, our founding president, was  
honored by the National Audubon Society, The Wilderness  
Society, and the Garden Club of America, among others, and 
Barack Obama presented Liz with the Presidential Citizens 
Medal, among the nation’s highest civilian awards.

And now SCA is mere weeks away from placing our 100,000th 
service member. Opinions may vary on when and where this 
journey started but certain facts are indisputable. One is that 
Liz’s legacy is unparalleled in the annals of conservation,  
with tens of thousands of SCA alumni now active in the  
environmental field. Another is that as climate change forecasts 
become more dire, our planet needs youth corps more than ever 
before. Most of all, SCA could not have reached this point  
without the support of innumerable community-minded  
families, agency partners, and generous supporters. 

You may be in one, two, or all three of these categories. For  
that you have my unyielding gratitude and I hope you will  
remain with SCA as we begin to deploy our second 100,000 
members. You may know them better as “the next generation  
of conservation leaders.” Thank you.

STEPHANIE MEEKS
CEO AND PRESIDENTFor the Record

Glacier National Park, SCA’s 2022 Parks PandemoniumTM Tournament Champion
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Alesha Jones, Pittsburgh, PA. A high 
school junior and four-time alumna of 
SCA’s Pittsburgh Program at age 16,  
Jones plans to return to SCA this  
summer, which would make her the 
sole active SCA member among the 10 
Alumni Ambassadors. 

Chris Setley, Washington, DC. Setley 
is a decorated Marine veteran and former 
intern to an assistant secretary of the 
Navy, who now works on developing 
advanced aircraft for the Navy, Air Force, 
Marines, and U.S. allies. 

Dr. Donna Shaver, Corpus Christi, 
TX. Chief of Sea Turtle Science and  
Recovery for the National Park Service, 
Dr. Shaver began her career at Padre  
Island National Seashore as an SCA 
intern in 1980, where she remains today 
as one of the foremost authorities on sea 
turtle conservation.

Rob Thomas, New York, NY. Thomas 
is the senior sustainability planner for  
the consulting firm AECOM, following  
several years as chief of energy and 
environment for the City of Newark. He 
led SCA crews in Newark in 2009 and 
remains a forceful program advocate.

Mark K. Updegrove, Austin, TX. 
Updegrove is president and CEO of  
the Lyndon B. Johnson Foundation,  
a presidential historian, and author of the 
just-released INCOMPARABLE GRACE: 
JFK in the Presidency. He characterizes  
his 1978 SCA experience at Yosemite  
as “magical.” 

Grace Anderson, Oakland, CA.  
An independent consultant committed  
to building the capacity of people of 
color in the environmental space,  
Anderson was transformed by a 2012 
SCA Alternative Spring Break experience 
at Joshua Tree National Park. 

Valeria Casas, Houston, TX.  Casas 
is SCA’s Community Programs manager 
in Houston and one of numerous SCA 
alumni on staff. She first joined the  
organization at age 15 and today helps 
young SCA members forge lifelong  
connections with the outside world. 

Pipa Elias, Washington, DC.  The dep-
uty director of the Environment Program 
at the Walton Family Foundation, Elias 
was previously director of Agriculture for 
North America at The Nature Conservan-
cy. She has served as an SCA intern, board 
member, and Alumni Councilor.

Nancy Fernandez, San Diego, CA. 
Fernandez is a park ranger specializing 
in communications with the San Diego 
National Wildlife Refuge Complex. She 
served in numerous capacities with SCA 
and holds a B.A. in Anthropology from 
CSU Stanislaus.

Tom Hudspeth, Middlebury, VT. 
Professor Emeritus of Environmental 
Studies and Natural Resources at the 
University of Vermont, Hudspeth led a 
distinguished 43-year academic career 
following three SCA internships in the 
mid-1960s.

SCA100K Ambassadors  
 Named for Milestone Year  

CELEBRATING 100,000
MEMBERS SINCE 1957

A retired professor and a high school junior. A sea turtle expert and a senior 
sustainability planner. A park ranger and a presidential historian. 
Poised to place its 100,000th service member later this year, the  
Student Conservation Association recently named 10 Alumni Ambassadors 
who will represent the organization as we approach that distinctive milestone, 
which also coincides with our 65th anniversary year.

See more extensive bios and other related information at thesca.org/SCA100K.

3

http://www.thesca.org/SCA100K


STUDENT CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION        

relentlessly hot and humid weather as well as frequent  
thunderstorms. “We’ve been working in mud past our knees 
and water up to our chests,” Caitlin says with a cheery laugh. 

This is her fourth SCA hitch in the last two years—her third as 
leader—and this summer she’s slated to supervise another team 
at Assateague Island National Seashore. “As a leader,” she says, 
“it’s amazing how much you can affect your crew members’ 
lives and inspire them to continue that line” of 100,000  
young stewards. 

Caitlin, 23, was raised in Virginia and is thrilled by the idea of 
“taking care of the area I grew up in,” adding she may look for 
opportunities to remain in the region afterward. “If I ever leave 
SCA,” she clarifies.

Mia Brann is another young SCA veteran. Last year, after  
earning a degree in Plant Sciences from Purdue, the 22-year-
old helped protect threatened sagebrush in Montana. Now she’s 
interning in Hawaii, propagating native plants at Haleakalā 
National Park, which has more endangered plant species than 
any other U.S. park. 

“Most of the plants people see when they visit Maui are  
non-native,” Mia remarks. “The low-elevation forests have been 
completely taken over.” 

As part of Haleakalā’s vegetation management crew, Mia  
cultivates and transplants a range of imperiled species. “We 
have some plants growing in the nursery that are completely 
extinct in the wild. The only populations that exist have  
been planted.”      

At one point, Mia helicoptered into the remote Kīpahulu  
Valley to plant Phyllostegia haliakalae, a native mint that has  
no scent. “Originally,” she explains, “Hawaii’s native plants had 
no predators because there were no native mammals, so they 
didn’t have the defenses of mainland plants.”

Emmett Burns

SCA100K  
 CORPS TO THE CORE 

The look will be quite familiar. SCA participants this 
summer will don their traditional blue tee shirts and 
yellow hard hats…though discerning eyes will spy 
the “65 years” atop the leaf logo and the additional 
SCA100K emblem.

It’s the feel that will be different. In July, the Student  
Conservation Association will reach the rarest of milestones 
when we place our 100,000th service member since 1957. 
That’s a peak few have summited, but the achievement will 
largely belong to the young conservation leaders who have 
selflessly aided our public lands over the past six and a  
half decades.

“I’m a big fan of the original Civilian Conservation Corps  
back in the ‘30s,” states intern Emmett Burns, referring to the 
initiative on which SCA was modeled. “It’s one of the best 
programs we’ve had in recent American history and to see SCA 
continue that legacy of young people working to better their 
country and their natural heritage? It’s a beautiful thing.”

SCA members understand they are carrying on a calling, 
extending a trail blazed by those who preceded them while 
forging a better future for those who will follow. In this issue 
of The GreenWay, we share their accomplishments as well as 
their perspectives on being part of a movement soon to be 
100,000 strong.

EVERY CORNER OF THE COUNTRY 
Emmett, the  CCC enthusiast, arrived at Alaska’s Denali  
National Park and Preserve in February, when temps flirted 
with 20 below. Only the heartiest take on Denali in winter,  
and that’s why Emmet’s job is so critical. 

“It’s a big park,” declares the education specialist. “Six million 
acres. Tundra, beautiful vistas, the mountain. Backpacking  
here is a once-in-a-lifetime experience—but it does come with 
some caveats.”

At the visitor center, over the phone, and via email, Emmett 
counsels preparation above all else. “Denali is very off-trail 
friendly,” he notes, “but you can get in way over your head 
if you’re used to hiking in more manicured parks. I’ve told 
a few people that they may want to rethink their plans. If 
the interpretive division is doing our job right, then the law 
enforcement rangers and search and rescue will have to do less 
of theirs.”

Forty-five hundred miles away, Caitlin Exum leads an SCA 
team along the Florida National Scenic Trail, performing  
overdue maintenance along the Panhandle. They’ve faced  
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As for being on the upper rungs of an SCA ladder climbing 
toward 100,000 members, Mia says “that makes me super- 
excited and gives me hope for the future of natural areas. I’m 
glad so many other people have had this type of experience.  
It’s brought me so far and shaped the direction of my career.”

PASSING THE TEST OF TIME
Jacob Hornfeldt has an informed perspective on endurance. 
After all, the interpretive intern at Jewel Cave National  
Monument in South Dakota expounds daily on stalactites, 
stalagmites, and flowstones that are hundreds of thousands  
of years old. That’s why he marvels at SCA’s staying power.

“The fact that SCA has given 100,000 people their start in  
land management and conservation, that impact is so big— 
its ripple effects are so important.” 

Following a series of scholastic and volunteer experiences from 
the Everglades to the San Diego Zoo, Jacob (see cover photo) 
turned to SCA “to get experience at something I hadn’t done 
before. SCA had tons of options to choose from, even for the 
winter season.”

With Jewel Cave glimmering on his resume, this new  
spelunker’s professional prospects appear to be sky high. 

SCA’s lineage grew out of our national parks and even as 
we remain a force on federal lands, our municipal presence 
is strategically growing to bring greater equity to the great 
outdoors. For the past two summers, Maya Bensett, 21, has 
served on SCA’s all-women crew in Chicago city parks. She 
says her team’s uniquely positive vibe just can’t be replicated 
on coed crews.

“I felt comfortable and confident working with those girls,”  
she states. “My crew leader was an incredible role model.  Reilly Corkran, front row, right

Mia Brann

She saw the best in all of us and inspired me to push myself 
past my limits.”

At the time, Maya was enrolled in community college albeit 
without a clear direction. But after using a chainsaw for the 
first time and learning about the damaging effects of invasive 
plants on her neighborhood parks, she now plans to transfer to 
state university and major in environmental science. 

Last year, Reilly Corkran co-led SCA’s inaugural Atlanta  
crew. She has spent the past several months engaging teens in 
weekend projects, and in July she’ll reteam with Alexis Mpezo 
to lead another SCA crew, with many 2021 participants 
returning. 

“The kids loved last summer,” Reilly declares. “In one case, we 
worked with a group of women creating a community garden 
to ensure pregnant women had access to affordable, healthy 
food. We ended up building a whole new plot so they could 
grow even more vegetables and fruit in the future.

“Alexis and I want to make this crew meaningful for our  
community, the students, and their families. To be part of all 
these amazing people who are connected across the country— 
it feels like family. I’m happy to know there’s 100,000 of us 
now and there’s going to be more people coming on board for 
years to come.” 

Reilly is 24. The exact age Liz Putnam was when she changed 
the course of conservation. Sixty-five years later, a new  
generation—motivated by the majesty of nature, the urgency of 
climate change, and the necessity of environmental justice—is 
following their passion while leading us to a brighter tomorrow. 

Yes, it all is quite familiar. And, for the 100,000th time, it feels 
just right. 
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The Best Way to  
Spend Your Day  
Even Arthur Frommer and Rick Steeves had to 
start somewhere.  

Young SCA volunteers may not have the experience of more 
learned travel authorities, but they do develop keen insights  
as they immerse themselves in preserving some of the most 
spectacular places on Earth. As we interviewed SCA members 
for stories on these and other pages with vacation season upon 
us, The GreenWay posed one final question to each: What’s  
the best way to spend a day where you are? Here are their 
extraordinary insider’s viewpoints:

Acadia National Park, Brett Croley: “I like to wake up decently 
early and hike the Jordan Pond Six Peak Loop. Toward the  
end of it is Sargent Pond, between Sargent Mountain and 
Penobscot Mountain, and I jump in for a swim for 20 or 30 
minutes, and finish my hike.”

Arches National Park, Kate Haywood: “I’ve explored a lot of 
Arches and I would suggest hiking some trails and areas that 
don’t see the foot traffic of other locations. And the Fiery  
Furnace.” (Please note that latter, ranger-led hike—which 
includes traversing narrow ledges and squeezing through  
right formations—requires a reservation.)

Atlanta, GA, Reilly Corkran: “Every Monday, my friend and  
I go out and find a new coffee shop in the ATL, grab a coffee, 
and explore the community, the Mom and Pop shops, and  
get to know the city in the best way possible. Everybody’s a 
character here and we meet some really cool people.”

Chicago, IL, Maya Bensett: “I always recommend Big Marsh 
Park for people who love biking. It has a bunch of different 
bike trails but it’s honestly a park made for everybody. I also 
love Indian Ridge Marsh. The space there is unique and  
diverse with a bunch of different plants.” 

Denali National Park, Emmett Burns: “Get on a bus. Our park 
road goes deep into the heart of the park. Most private vehicles, 
however, can only go to Mile 13. We have the Big 5 out here: 
Dall sheep, caribou, moose, wolves, and grizzly bears. From the 
bus, you’re likely to see some kind of creature.” 

Finger Lakes Region, Molly Lavy: “My favorite parks so far 
have been Fillmore Glen (waterfalls), Treemen (even more 
waterfalls), Chimney Bluffs (dramatic formations along Lake 
Ontario). Swimming, hills, intense hiking. Make a plan and 
find a way to hit all those good spots in one day.”

Florida Scenic Trail, Caitlin Exum: “I would do the Bradwell 
Bay area. Before we tackled it, it was like wondering lost 
through a swamp but now it’s a very clear path. Wear the right 
shoes because it’s going to be muddy with random patches 
where it’s like a savanna in Africa before—boom!—you’re  
right back into a heavy swamp with cypress trees and gators 
and snakes!” 

Haleakalā National Park, Mia Brann: “Definitely go on a hike 
in West Maui. It’s lower mountains and very lush. Then go to 
the beach and enjoy some poke (PO-kay)—a Hawaiian dish of 
raw ahi tuna, with special seasonings and sauces.”

Lower Rio Grande NWR, Chrissa Browder-Long: “Riding my 
bike around the refuge is a nice way to cover a lot of ground. 
[Nearby] Santa Ana and Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife 
Refuges also are beautiful, with nice visitor’s centers to learn 
more about native plants and wildlife. I’ve seen armadillos, 
javelinas, white tailed deer, bobcats, and lots of cool birds.”

Pittsburgh, PA, Natalie Erwin: “People don’t realize how 
beautiful this area is. McConnells Mill State Park is one my 
favorites. Get up early, do some birdwatching, then take a  
long hike and enjoy a picnic by the water. And maybe do  
some stargazing. Make it a really full day!”

ANNOUNCING SCA’S  
Million Dollar  
Challenge

Don’t miss this opportunity to double the impact of your support! 
For a limited time, your gift will be matched dollar-for-dollar!

 Learn more and make your gift today!

Visit thesca.org/tgw

Brett Croley at Acadia National Park

6

http://www.thesca.org/tgw


THESCA.ORG

The four finalists in SCA’s 2022 Parks Pandemonium  
tournament—Glacier, Grand Teton, Yellowstone, and  
Yosemite—were as blue-blood as their corresponding college 
basketball teams. (Glacier took the SCA bracket.)

Every year, SCA crews and interns help “bucket list” parks 
tend to the millions who visit and the breathtaking resources 
that attract such voluminous numbers. Yet our members can 
be just as impactful in less-heralded sites that draw more  
from neighboring communities than worldwide fandoms. 

In April, a two-year effort to restore the popular Old Baldy 
Trail south of Tucson concluded when an SCA team con-
structed an extensive, 900-foot terrace along an eroded hillside, 
installing massive stones and planting 200 native shrubs.

At a dedication ceremony, Friends of Madera Canyon  
President Rusty Lombardo was effusive. “The SCA kids,” he 
said, “had a huge web and lifted this massive boulder and  
carried it up the hill. It was just awesome. I thought, these 
kids are busting it!” 

John Titre, Coronado National Forest recreation staff  
officer, echoed that sentiment. “This is a signature SCA  
accomplishment,” he stated. “They made a difference for the 
benefit and enjoyment of future generations.”

NEW YORK STATE OF KIND
When SCA’s Excelsior Conservation Corps restored a storm-
damaged accessible trail at Stony Kill Farm Environmental 
Education Center, NY Department of Environmental  
Conservation Commissioner Basil Seggos declared, “I  
commend the young people who restored this trail. They  
performed a meaningful public service and helped safeguard 
the state’s natural resources and bolster its economic  
well-being.”

In Washington, DC, Rock Creek Park provides residents with 
a place for quiet contemplation. Recently, an SCA crew spent 
weeks removing a deteriorated foot bridge and replacing it 
with a new 30-crossing to ensure safe access. “There’s a lot of 
leadership qualities in this crew,” said park maintenance staffer 
Maxwell Newman, who is also an SCA alumnus. “I look 
forward to them continuing to foster conservation ethics and 
help others navigate that path.”

Members of SCA’s Pennsylvania Outdoor Corps dug 90 
holes and sifted through soil to search for historic artifacts at 
Ohiopyle State Park. More than a century ago, the site was 
an agricultural field and it may yet hold clues to the past. 
According to Conservation and Natural Resources Secretary 
Cindy Adams Dunn, the Corps’ assessment will help officials 
better understand 19th century farming.

“It’s exciting to see it in action,” Adams Dunn noted. “This is a 
big advancement in our stewardship of cultural resources.”

SCA members contributing to the greater good. It never gets 
old. Even at archaeological digs.

Signature SCA  
Accomplishments

Photo: Green Valley News

SCA Rock Creek Park Crew

SCA’s Pennsylvania Outdoor Corps
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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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This type of personal investment by SCA partners is  
critical to our field successes yet we also work with other 
forms of partners. Support from corporate sponsors like  
Public Lands, the new outdoor retailer, enables us to expand 
our reach, including into underserved communities. “As 
America becomes more urban in its geographic makeup,”  
says Public Lands Community Manager Steve Wood, “these 
local SCA programs are more than life-changing, they’re 
community-changing.” 

Wood speaks from experience. He is a former SCA Pittsburgh 
crew leader.

“The conservation impact, work readiness, leadership skills, 
access and equity—I saw the transformation of students I 
worked with and it’s something I carry with me every day.”

A number of foundations also provide SCA with crucial  
funding, and many share Wood’s focus on inclusivity.  
“SCA has been a leader in creating opportunities for diverse 
groups of young people who might otherwise not experience  
the outdoors to become stewards of the environment via  
work projects,” says Susan Byrd, who co-founded the San  
Francisco-based Lampert Byrd Fund with her husband,  
Mark Lampert. 

Adds Program Director Ann Shulman: “Hands-on work is  
so different from sitting behind a computer. It’s crucial to  
the conservation of our planet that kids get outside and  
understand and love the outdoors—and to realize at a  
visceral level what we stand to lose.”

At the same time, SCA members benefit from the generosity 
of tens of thousands of individual donors. As the adage  
says, “It takes a village.” And SCA gratefully shares the  
milestones of our 65th year and 100,000th member with  
all of our wonderful neighbors.

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

THESCA.ORG
thegreenway@thesca.org

Together, Arches and Canyonlands National Parks and 
Natural Bridges and Hovenweep National Monuments 
form the National Park Service’s Southeast Utah 
Group. But that’s not all they have in common.  

“We are reliant on our SCA interns,” states Ranger Karen 
Garthwait. “If we didn’t have these interns, we could keep the 
doors open—but not much else in terms of the activities that 
are so essential to helping visitors enjoy their time here.”

Now here’s another fact: SCA is just as reliant on agency  
partners like Garthwait to ensure our members enjoy a  
meaningful and positive experience. Beyond supervising 
interns, park staffers serve as instructors, mentors and role 
models. They are the ones showing the ropes, answering  
questions, and far more.

When The GreenWay spoke with Garthwait and her colleague, 
Sofia Nicholson, in April, they were about to host an Earth 
Day ice cream social for their SCA members to bolster a sense 
of camaraderie and ease the isolation a young person might 
feel at a remote site like Hovenweep, which draws less than 
40,000 people per year. 

“Coming here from a college environment, or possibly being 
far away from family for the first time,” says Nicholson,  
“we want to make sure they come out of this with a solid 
professional background, personal growth, and the resources 
to make the most of this experience.”

Partners a  
Key Part of  
SCA Equation 

Make your gift today at thesca.org/tgw

www.thesca.org
http://thesca.org/tgw

