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It was the ominous headline that caught my  
eye: Everyone Came at Once. Acclaimed outdoor  
writer Annette McGiveny’s January report on  
our national parks cited overflow crowds,  
overwhelmed staffs, and a trail of trash and 
tumult after more than a year of “Covid cabin 
fever.” Consider:  

•  Yellowstone saw 4.4 million visitors in 2021, one million 
more than in 2020—a staggering growth spurt that  
ordinarily transpires over 20 years

•  Dozens of national parks and forests instituted  
reservation systems and/or ordered temporary closures  
last year to restrict the number of people on-site

•  Over the past decade, park staffs have shrunk 14% while 
visitations have increased by 20%

I was reminded of historian Bernard DeVoto’s mid-1950s essay, 
“Let’s Close the National Parks,” in which he warned that our 
parks were in danger of being “loved to death.” That was the 
alarm that prompted then-Vassar student Liz Putnam to propose 
a Student Conservation Corps in her senior thesis and, in short 
order, to launch SCA.

McGiveny also reported 2021’s visitor influx was predominantly 
White, well-off, and middle-aged—widening the visitation gap 
with non-White, less-advantaged, and younger populations as 
public lands pursue a goal of greater inclusivity.  

At the same time, U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy and  
others warned that the ongoing pandemic, the growing impacts 
of climate change, and the mounting influence of technology are 
exacting a tremendous toll on young people’s mental health.  
Dr. Vivek recommends society respond by providing safe and 
affirming environments for youth and expanding social and 
emotional learning programs—elements that are central to  
SCA’s core curricula. 

As I write to you, the Covid crisis has entered its third year.  
The proposed Civilian Climate Corps is stalled in Washington. 
And national parks are braced for another mass ingress.

To address these challenges, SCA is actively and innovatively 
conserving lands and transforming lives, as we have for the past 
65 years. And this summer, we will mark another milestone 
when SCA places our 100,000th service member since our 
founding. 

In this special edition of The GreenWay, we highlight the efforts 
and perspectives of SCA alumni across America as they strive to 
shape a more sustainable world. So much of their work—and 
ours—would not be possible without your loyal support. All of 
us at SCA thank you for your continuing generosity and hope 
you share in the achievements of those who have benefitted 
from your philanthropy and provide such a rich return on your 
thoughtful investment.

STEPHANIE MEEKS
CEO AND PRESIDENT

It’s Happening Again. 
We Must Respond

Yosemite National Park, CA
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The U.S. is home to 423 national park units, 154 national forests, 560 national 
wildlife refuges, more than 10,000 state parks, and well over 22,000 city parks—
but which one is America’s favorite? 

SCA’s second annual Parks Pandemonium tournament begins on March 17, once 
again employing a classic bracket model to determine the nation’s top outdoor 
getaway spot. In 2021, an avid friends’ following voted the new New River Gorge 
National Park in West Virginia into the top spot, only months after the site was 
upgraded from national recreation area status. This year’s prizes include America the 
Beautiful National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Passes, vintage WPA park 
posters, SCA gear, and more. Watch for details at thesca.org and on Facebook.

RESILIENCE, RESTORATION, 
RECREATION
SCA service members delivered a remarkably impactful 2021, despite ongoing 
restrictions posed by the pandemic. Last year, 1,946 SCA participants served on 
public lands nationwide—and among other achievements, these young stewards:

• Fostered climate resilience by planting 20,125 native trees

• Advanced biodiversity by improving 381,800 acres of habitat

• Afforded public access by maintaining over 2,350 miles of trail

Through their transformative field experiences, SCA members 
also reported marked increases in their self-confidence, ability  
to rise to any challenge, and effectiveness in working with others 
—all key outcomes of SCA’s leadership development curricula. 
These and other revealing results are included in SCA’s 2021  
Impact Infographic—scan the QR code to see the full picture! 

ALUMNI FELLOWS PROGRAM 
UNDERWAY
Over the past 65 years, SCA has placed nearly 100,000 young apprentices with 
land management agencies nationwide. This year, SCA is hosting its own team of 
interns through a new Alumni Fellows initiative funded by a generous foundation.

All participants have previously served in SCA field programs and are seeking  
further experience in the conservation field. Members will advance SCA objectives 
in strategic planning, program design and evaluation, education and training, and 
more. Climate Action Fellow and six-time SCA alum Daniel Saunders (pictured 
at lower left), for example, will develop a plan to reduce SCA’s greenhouse gas 
emissions. He hopes to spend “my career making communities more sustainable 
and resilient to the climate crisis,” he says.

In addition to being assigned a staff supervisor, each Fellow is paired with an 
SCA Network alumni mentor to enhance their professional development.

STUDENT CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION

2021 IMPACT

RECREATION
SUPPORTED PUBLIC ACCESS 
AND RECREATION BY  
IMPROVING 2,358 MILES  
OF TRAIL

RESTORATION
SPURRED ECOSYSTEM  
RESTORATION BY IMPROVING  
381,801 ACRES OF PLANT  
AND WILDLIFE HABITAT

RESILIENCE
FOSTERED CLIMATE  
RESILIENCE BY PLANTING 
20,125 TREES

STEWARDSHIP
ADVANCED ENVIRONMENTAL 
STEWARDSHIP THROUGH  
EDUCATION AND OUTREACH  
TO 122,045 STUDENTS AND  
PARK VISITORS 

CONSERVING LANDS
SCA PARTICIPANTS CONTRIBUTED 930,000 HOURS OF CONSERVATION SERVICE

IN 2021
SCA ENGAGED 1,946 INDIVIDUALS AT 300+ SERVICE SITES NATIONWIDE

PARKS PANDEMONIUM IS BACK!
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SCA: We’re almost afraid to ask, but what is the state of our 
oceans today?

KC: Aldo Leopold has a quote about the downside to getting 
to know an ecosystem well: “all you can see are the wounds.” 
My job is therefore the most amazing and the most depressing 
—I get to dive and see the most incredible things—sharks! 
turtles! dolphins!—but I am essentially just documenting the 
death of our reefs. 

SCA: That sounds dire. Is there time to turn things around?

KC: Our oceans are reaching a tipping point. In Florida, we 
have lost 95% of our coral reef—living coral can’t keep up 
with the amount that is being eroded or dissolved away due to 
ocean acidification. Seagrass is dying off in southeast Florida, 
starving manatees and disappearing a valuable carbon sink. 
For the low-lying Keys, sea level rise is of special concern. It 
will take massive regional if not global changes to reverse or 
halt the slide, but it’s well within our capabilities. 

SCA: Tell me about your Coral Rescue Project. 

KC: Think of it like saving the last rhinos in the wild from 
poachers by capturing and bringing them to zoos—we are 
doing the same in the face of stony coral tissue loss disease. 
In late 2014, this devastating disease was first spotted off Port 
Miami but it’s now found everywhere and can be incredibly 
lethal. So, we decided to do something unprecedented: take 
corals off wild reefs before they became infected. Thousands 
of coral “reefugees” are being housed in aquariums and other 
facilities. Some are being used in captive breeding programs, 
the offspring of which we will use to restore the reef once the 
disease has passed. 

SCA100K  
 WHERE MISSION  
 MEETS MILESTONE 

“It is better to plant good seeds than to mourn 
bad weather.”  – Matshona Dhliwayo

Dhliwayo, the Canadian-based philosopher and author, was 
not yet born when SCA Founder Liz Putnam presciently 
put those words into practice. In the mid-1950s, Liz read a 
Harper’s Magazine article in which author Bernard DeVoto 
warned America’s national parks where in danger of being 
“loved to death” and advocated closing them to prevent  
further degradation.

For Liz, an ardent nature lover, the idea of padlocking the 
parks was anathema. Liz drafted a detailed plan for enlisting 
student volunteers to expand park staff capacities while  
simultaneously gaining career experience. She herself was all 
of 22-years-old at the time, and soon led SCA’s first 53  
members to fortify Grand Teton and Olympic National Parks.

Liz’s vision became both a model and a movement as scores of 
other conservation corps emerged nationwide, although today 
—65 years later—SCA remains the first and largest. And this 
summer, SCA will mark another milestone when we surpass 
100,000 all-time service members. We will commemorate this 
occasion throughout 2022, saluting the young people who have 
served, the natural and cultural resource management partners 
who have hosted and mentored these devoted stewards, and all 
those who have made SCA field opportunities possible.

We begin with this special edition of The GreenWay featuring  
a series of Q&A’s with past SCA members. This sampling 
from “the next generation of conservation leaders” has  
advanced from our programs to battle climate change and 
other urgent ecological challenges…and shape a more  
sustainable world for all. Like us, we hope you will draw 
renewed hope and inspiration from their efforts, ingenuity, 
and resolve.

Katy Cummings, coral biologist, Florida Fish 
& Game Conservation Commission
“I still wear my SCA ‘Conservation Begins Here’ tee shirt!”  
Katy boasts. Since serving at Saint Croix National Scenic  
Riverway in 2010, Katy has worked with The Nature  
Conservancy, the National Park Service, and the Florida  
Keys Aquatic Preserve, in addition to her current employer. 

Katy Cummings off the Florida coast
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ecological shifts, disease emergence and spread, I would argue 
that our most profound vulnerability is a lack of preparation 
and adaptation to what is already a changing climate. 

SCA: How are you helping people and governments adapt?

TW: The Trustees of Reservations in Massachusetts wanted 
to apply a climate vulnerability assessment to all their coastal 
reservations, over 35 properties. We indexed the climate 
vulnerability of over 3,000 assets—from wetlands to beaches, 
access roads, trails, and more. In one project with the Town 

of Ipswich, we are building resilience in a key access roadway, 
using living shorelines to stabilize the raised roadway and a 
series of culverts to allow for full tidal exchange to restore salt 
marshes. Using predictive modeling tools, the final design will 
provide a roadmap for similar projects.  

SCA: Tell us more about this predictive approach.

TW: Historically, vulnerability planning in coastal assessment 
was focused on engineering failures and resilience against  
historic storms. Vulnerabilities were assessed using FEMA 
maps that use historic flood data to identify flood insurance 
zones. Beginning in the last 10+ years, dynamic probabilistic 
flood risk models that draw not only on historic storms but 
also incorporate sea level rise predictions and more frequent 
and intense future storms out to 2100, have become the “state 
of the science” for coastal planning. I also hope for an increased 
reliance on green infrastructure—working with nature to build 
resilience and shifting away from gray solutions.

Jay Fennell, hydrogeologist, Washington 
State Department of Ecology, Bellevue, WA
“It wasn’t until I completed a handful of SCA programs that 
I discovered an interest in applying my education in geology 
within a natural resource management context,” says Jay.  
“SCA provided me direct exposure to resource management 
agencies and nurtured my passion for public service.”

SCA: Hydrogeology is a broad field. What is your primary 
area of focus?

JF: My role centers around the abundant sand and gravel 
resources that are mined throughout the Puget Sound region. 
I ensure that stormwater and industrial wastewater generated 

SCA: That’s innovative but it sounds like there’s more than  
climate change in play. 

KC: We still have a ways to go in being able to manage all 
“non-point” sources, like water quality issues. As the saying 
goes, s*** runs downhill—right into the oceans. We therefore 
have to manage lands that are far outside of our boundaries  
to really make an impact. 

SCA: What are your thoughts on a Civilian Climate Corps?

KC: I was ecstatic when I heard about this. I think it would 
be a fantastic way to teach people new and marketable skills, 
help transition our economy towards sustainability, and  
kickstart climate adaptation plans. I especially like the focus 
on building resiliency in the face of climate change, and being 
an inclusionary program that will employ people across race 
and gender. Honestly there are so many potential benefits it’s 
hard to choose just one! 

Ted Wickwire, senior environmental  
scientist, Woods Hole Group, Falmouth, MA
“As an SCA volunteer, my most memorable projects focused  
on restoring cutover forests in the Tongass National Forest,”  
Ted notes. “The mission of SCA from its beginnings has been  
supporting ecological resilience…restoring habitats and  
connecting the health of the environment to the health of  
our communities.”

SCA: How do you view the factors affecting our climate?

TW: There are two components of the climate change  
challenge. The first focuses on the actions required to reduce 
or stop the release of greenhouse gases—renewable energy, 
carbon monetization, land protections, etc. The second is 
adapting to a world that is already and will be increasingly 
impacted by climate change.  

SCA: Your professional profile contains several references to  
“vulnerabilities.” As a planet, where are we most vulnerable?

TW: Although the easy answer may be to point to our losses 
of coastlines, wetlands, arctic and subarctic ice/habitats, (continued on page 6)

Ted Wickwire on Cape Cod

CELEBRATING 100,000
MEMBERS SINCE 1957

SCA will employ this commemorative graphic throughout the year.
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from aggregate mining and manufacturing operations are 
treated and disposed of in a way that does not endanger the 
quality of the state’s surface water and groundwater resources. 

SCA: How is climate change impacting your work?

JF: The increased intensity and duration of rain events  
challenge the capacity of existing stormwater controls at  
operations of every type and size. Additionally, as the  
volume of stormwater managed at a facility increases, so do  
the environmental impacts resulting from a potential failure. 
More of my work now centers on identifying how various 
stormwater control, treatment, and disposal features may  
be at risk of failure.

SCA: When people think of carbon sequestration, they  
generally think of trees. But our oceans also absorb a lot of 
carbon. What impact are you seeing there?

JF: As we increase the amount of carbon dioxide for oceans to 
absorb, the more acidic marine waters become. Nearly every 
aspect of marine life will be impacted. In particular, many  
of the shell-forming organisms that provide the foundations  
of the marine food-chain are likely to face decreasing  
populations over the coming decades. The effects of this  
extend to the economies and communities that depend on 
these creatures as well. 

SCA: Your state is among the more forward-thinking on  
climate. What benefits do you see from launching a  
Civilian Climate Corps?

JF: With enough congressional support, I believe the benefits 
to a revived CCC could be limitless. One would be the volume 
of meaningful projects that young adults can partake in that 
directly benefit both the built and natural environment. The 
CCC could also create meaningful pathways to revitalize a 
retiring federal workforce, and career pipelines to full-time 
jobs that offer livable wages in communities where there are 
environmental blind-spots that typically overlook minority, 
indigenous, or impoverished populations.

Roberta Zwier, former director of mitigation  
solutions, The Conservation Fund, Houston, TX
Roberta has 20 years of professional conservation experience and 
joined a Queens, NY power company as VP of environmental 
management soon after we spoke. “I served in SCA the summer 
after my junior year in college,” she says. “It was a life-changing 
experience that helped me get to where I am today.”

SCA: Amid dire climate forecasts, biodiversity loss, etc., how 
does a director of mitigation solutions remain positive?

RZ: With the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act and  
28 states plus the District of Columbia issuing their own  
mandates, there is more support for renewable or clean energy 
than ever before. Additionally, permanent funding of the Land 
and Water Conservation Act will conserve natural landscapes 
that are integral to pulling carbon out of the atmosphere, 
providing for coastal resiliency, and protecting habitat for 
wildlife. This, coupled with the work of the Fund and other 
organizations, help me remain optimistic and instill optimism 
in others. 

SCA: You state that mitigation is achieving a balance between  
two vying interests. Is that a 50-50 proposition or, as our 
environment becomes increasingly imbalanced, do we need 
to recalibrate?

RZ: Mitigation is about finding a balance between impacts 
that are permittable and in line with the regulations that  
govern the impacted resource, but that is not a 50-50  
proposition. I believe that project developers should site  
projects responsibly and should be stepping through the  
mitigation hierarchy of avoid-minimize-mitigate (offset)  
with their design. If impacts cannot be avoided or minimized, 
offsets should be commensurate with the impact.  

Roberta Zwier in Houston, TX

Jay Fennell (left) with SCA corps in Ridgecrest, CA, 2014
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SCA: Many see conservation as a form of sacrifice or  
denial—how do you convince people that conservation  
works for all?

RZ: When managed responsibly, working forests or  
agricultural lands can have what is known in the field of  
sustainability as “triple bottom line” benefits: 

•  Environmental benefits include carbon sequestration, 
watershed protection, and wildlife habitat;

•  Economic benefits include the jobs and other  
community investments that result from the  
sustainable harvest of timber or regenerative  
agricultural products; and

•  Social benefits include opportunities for active  
and passive recreation or volunteer opportunities. 

These benefits help people understand that conservation  
does not equate to sacrifice. 

Kirsten Myles, environmental scientist,  
Tetra Tech, Naperville, IL 
“I treasured my time with SCA,” states the former SCA  
Chicago crew leader. “I was able to meet peers who’ve also  
made it a mission to improve environmental quality and  
minimize humanity’s impact.” Kristen holds a degree in  
Natural Resources, Environmental Sciences, and Ecology  
from the University of Illinois. 

SCA: Is this a good time or an agonizing time to be an  
environmental engineer?

KW: This is a fantastic time! Working as an environmental 
engineer allows you to mitigate environmental concerns in 
bite-sized chunks, project-by-project, day-by-day. Progress  
is measurable and that’s rewarding. 

SCA: What are you working on right now that gives  
you hope?

KW: One project centers around a property surrounded by 
wetlands that has been subject to the dumping of drums, 
chemical totes, and containers of hazardous wastes for  
decades. Removing these materials will give the surrounding 
wetlands a better chance at recovery. 

SCA: What specific eco-trends are you seeing locally that may 
be a bellwether, good or bad?

KW: I am happy to see increased interest and awareness in 
microplastics in the Great Lakes. I love studies that focus on 
minimizing and mitigating our impacts close to home. Context 
is always key and research is always a great step forward.

SCA: Where do you see a Civilian Climate Corps having its  
biggest impact?

KW: I would love to see the CCC creating jobs that prioritize 
contamination and pollution reduction. One of my most 
sincere goals is to work myself out of a job—meaning, I want 
to get to a point that pollution is so uncommon that environ-
mental engineers and scientists who focus on remediation are 
no longer needed. If the CCC can create jobs that focus on 
diminishing sources of pollution, I would be thrilled!

(continued on page 8)

Turn your gains into their gains! 
If you are 70 1/2 or older you can make a tax free gift directly from 
your IRA to SCA to support youth and conservation service. Any 
qualified charitable distribution you make to SCA from your IRA 
can count toward your required minimum distribution. 

To learn more go to: https://plannedgiving.thesca.org/IRA

Kirsten Myles outside Chicago, IL
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Tim Skrotzki, LEED AP, senior market  
development lead, Elevate, East Lansing, MI

“The idea of building  
leadership through the  
Civilian Climate Corps 
speaks to me deeply,” Tim 
states. “I got that experience  
with SCA…so I know 
firsthand how that can be 
beneficial to one’s career.”

SCA: Renewable energy  
is there for the taking. 
What’s the hold up?

TS: The hold-up often 
lies in the fact that some 

agencies rely on the fossil fuel industry for their funding. This 
drives these projects forward to assure a sustainable funding 
basis. To break this cycle, my work at Elevate and as a partner 
with Michigan Energy Options, two clean energy nonprofits,  
contract with the Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
to help them start using their marginalized lands—e.g., 
former mining sites—to generate revenue through renewable 
energy projects—e.g., solar farms. 

SCA: Who is in the best position to spur real change on the 
energy front: legislators, business, or consumers?

TS: I work to bring climate resilience to the community level. 
This goes beyond consumers and digs into neighborhood- 
level resilience. How do we make our homes resilient to  
power outages, flooding, and the rising cost of utilities?  

By giving people holistic methods to manage water in their 
neighborhoods with rain gardens and backflow prevention 
devices on the sewer lines, empowering homeowners to install 
solar and battery storage, and retrofitting electrification of 
homes to reduce our reliance on fossil fuels.

SCA: How do you bring about those improvements?

TS: Our work centers around equity through climate action. 
We are dedicated to supporting minority contractors in the 
communities where we work. During the pandemic, many 
of these contractors struggled to get jobs and federal funding 
to help them. We shifted our energy efficiency funds that we 
received from foundations to support contractors who were 
struggling, and also helped tenants pay utility bills.

SCA: Where will we stand, energy-wise, 20 years from now?

TS: In the early 1900’s, the shift from lanterns to electric 
lighting took about 20 years, and later the shift from landline 
phones to cell phones took about 20 years. I see a disruption 
in how we produce electricity coming. Rooftop solar and  
battery storage costs are dropping similar to the way cell 
phones became affordable. My children’s children may  
never realize a neighborhood where most homes don’t supply 
their own power, just like my kids don’t know of a time  
without cell phones.  

Editor’s Note: while two-thirds of former SCA interns are currently 
active in the conservation field, perceptive readers may have noticed we 
did not profile any alumni in traditional ranger or forester positions. 
The GreenWay will recognize numerous agency professionals—both 
alumni and partners—in subsequent issues throughout the year.  
The preceding interviews were edited for clarity and brevity.

Tim Skrotzki

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

