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From the Editor By Bennett Burns

Good news can seem elusive during this unique time in our collective 

lives. But this issue, showcasing the GCA national conservation 

medalists, will offer inspiration and delight through stories of their 

remarkable achievements. 

While we currently are grounded from extensive travel, this edition of ConWatch 

will take us across the country—from the desert Southwest, to the Great Plains, to 

the Pine Barrens of New Jersey—to experience the valuable work of individuals 

and organizations as they do their part in making the world a better place. The 

overarching theme of their efforts is the importance of nature to our lives and 

spirit. That connection is needed now more than ever. 

It was dissappointing not to be able to honor the awardees in person at the 

annual meeting in Asheville, NC. However, we will share a glimpse of the 

Appalachain region through articles on the virtual conservation exhibit and on 

the work of the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy.

It is a great pleasure to bring these stories to you. 

Bennett Burns, Portland Garden Club, Zone XII,  Editor of ConWatch
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Conservation in the Time of COVID  By Elizabeth Waddill and Lisa Ott

Reflecting on What’s Essential

The realities of COVID-19 have forced all of us to reframe and re-examine 

how we live our daily lives. The word “essential” now defines select 

businesses, travel, and front-line workers who are critical for society 

to function. Many of us are asking these same questions about our personal 

lives. What is important to us, what is essential? If ever there was a silver lining 

to this pandemic, more people are venturing outside and reconnecting with 

nature. Whether it’s taking a walk, working in their gardens, or exploring open 

green spaces and public parks, people are being reminded of the important 

role these outdoor spaces play in maintaining a healthy mind and body. In 

these challenging times, the outdoors could be considered our public health 

infrastructure!

Through a growing body of research, we are better understanding how nature 

is vital to our wellbeing. Educators like Richard Louv, the recipient of GCA’s 

2020 Margaret Douglas Medal for notable service to the cause of conservation 

education, are encouraging us to bring nature into our daily lives. In fact, in 

his book Last Child in the Woods Louv coined the term “nature deficit disorder” 

which he describes as the human cost of alienation from nature. While he notes 

the term wasn’t meant to be a medical diagnosis, it was a way to talk about 

humans’ increasing disconnection from the natural world. This concept sparked 

an international movement connecting children to the healing powers of nature.
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While the pandemic has forced us all into a massive ‘time-out’, we 

are seeing glimmers of hope. Smog has greatly decreased in Los 

Angeles and carbon monoxide emissions are down by 50% in 

New York City. While these occurrences are unlikely to be sustainable when 

the world reopens, they do show us that we can make a collective difference 

concerning our climate if we choose to. We have also learned that large, multi-

national agricultural systems are not as resilient as smaller, local ones and that 

supporting local farmers is essential and sustainable. Being at home in our 

gardens has allowed us to watch spring emerge more closely and witness the 

arrival of the birds, butterflies, and bees. Watching these wonders firsthand has 

also reinforced the importance of The Healthy Yard Pledge and how critical 

it is to reducing the use of harmful chemicals, supporting the success of nature’s 

essential pollinators.

Unique opportunities are presenting themselves all around us and GCA 

committees are making every effort to stay connected. The first-ever virtual 

conservation exhibit was unveiled at the virtual Annual Meeting giving all 

members an opportunity to walk through the Appalachian Mountains and 

learn about one of the most biodiverse regions in all of North America. This fall 

brings another inclusive opportunity to learn with the first virtual Conservation 

Study Conference. This year’s Conference will focus on the importance of our 

nation’s land, both public and private. Stay tuned for exciting developments 

on this front. Finally, we have a great reason to celebrate —the Great American 

Outdoors Act recently passed in the Senate by an overwhelming majority. This 

is  the most important conservation legislation of the decade!

As our friend Wendell Berry said, “The Earth is what we all have in common.” 

Maybe these times are calling us to consider the Earth as ‘essential’ and take 

better care of it. 

Elizabeth Waddill, Magnolia Garden Club, Zone IX, Chairman of the 

Conservation Committee 

Lisa Ott, North Country Garden Club of Long Island, Zone III, Chairman of the 

NAL Committee

“ When one tugs at a single thing in nature, 
he finds it attached to the rest of the world.”

— John Muir

https://www.gcamerica.org/members/committees-conservation#THE-HEALTHY-YARD-PLEDGE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aL0SzdzxIos&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aL0SzdzxIos&feature=youtu.be
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Richard Louv  By Madeline Mayhood

Margaret Douglas Medal

Creating Habitats for the Heart

Imagine travelling to a park in the summer and looking out across the landscape. 

What if you could not make the distinction between trees and shrubs, or oaks 

and pines, or wildflowers and grasses? All you saw were masses and mounds 

and mountains of green—with maybe the occasional spike of color. Imagine 

if you couldn’t distinguish one plant from another, and didn’t really care to, let 

alone identify any one specific plant in the vista you were looking at. First of all, 

more than likely you wouldn’t be in a GCA club, and second, because of your 

“plant blindness” (an actual phenomenon), what would compel you to consider 

that vista significant other than being part of an experience that provides 

momentary pleasure at that particular period in time? 

When Richard Louv wrote Last Child in the Woods in 2005, he asked a 

similar question: how in the world do we think the earth, and all its 

natural wonders, will be of value to a generation who is increasingly 

becoming disconnected to that world? Who will bother protecting it? Who will 

be its future stewards when we are raising, for the most part, a generation of 

children who can’t tell the difference between a peony and a pixel? And worst 

of all, they may not know enough to care.

Richard Louv started his career as a journalist and primarily wrote about 

nature, family, and community for the San Diego Tribune before he began 

writing books. In researching his second title, Childhood’s  Future: Listening 

to the American Family—New Hope for the Next Generation, published 

Photo: John Johns

The Margaret Douglas Medal is awarded for notable service  
to the cause of conservation education.
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in 1990, he focused on a trend he noticed as he crisscrossed the country 

interviewing families: parents were expressing regret at a lack of connection 

as they spent less and less time together as a family. Kids’ lives were becoming 

more consumed with structured daycare and extracurricular activities, a vast 

departure from the realities of previous generations. Louv wondered how 

that phenomenon would impact society. “In an increasingly digitized world, an 

entire generation was growing up in an electronic bubble,” he told a reporter for 

the Kansas City Star, “the first for whom nature is an abstraction rather than a reality.” 

For most of us in the GCA, an appreciation for the natural world is part of 

our DNA. It’s who we are, how we were raised, what we were taught to 

value. But there is a generation who is completely disconnected from 

being outside. The idea for Last Child in the Woods had been percolating in Louv’s 

psyche for years, but it wasn’t until a conversation with an eight-year-old boy 

that an actual book began to take shape. Louv asked the child if he preferred 

being inside or outside. Without skipping a beat, the boy answered: “inside, cuz 

there are more plugs.” Louv knew he was on to something, and he set about 

writing Last Child to describe not only this massive disconnection to nature, but 

also its consequences. He coined the term “nature deficit disorder” to describe 

the impact on individual health and social fabric as children spend more time 

indoors, away from contact with the natural world. A spike in obesity, increases 

in ADD, a dampening of creativity, and depression are results of a nature-

deficient childhood. And Louv says this spells trouble, especially for the future.

However, Louv wants to be part of the solution. Last Child, as well as two 

follow up titles—The Nature Principle: Reconnecting with Life in a Virtual World 

and Vitamin N: The Essential Guide to a Nature- Rich Life—contain uncomplicated, 

actionable ways we all can reconnect with the outdoors, many of which start in 

our own backyards. He discusses the enormous benefit of exposure to nature 

and cites scientific data which continues to strengthen that correlation—

reduced anxiety and stress, higher test scores, improved cardiac function, and 

reduced crime, to name a few. He co-founded Children & Nature Network, 

“Time in Nature is not leisure time;  

it’s an essential investment in our children’s 

health, and also, by the way, in our own. “  

—Richard Louv
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an international movement to connect families and nature, and promotes 

increased engagement with nature in his domestic and international speaking 

engagements. Thanks to Louv’s work and his considerable voice, a global interest 

in children’s environmental awareness has soared. 

L ouv’s most recent book, Our Wild Calling: How Connecting with Animals 

Can Transform Our Lives—and Save Theirs, published in November 

2019, looks at the powerful bonds we share with all living creatures and 

how strengthening those bonds can transform our lives—mentally, physically, 

and spiritually. And Louv is the ultimate messenger. Whether he’s extolling the 

reasons why being stewards of the earth is critical or chronicling how dogs 

teach children about ethical behavior—Louv makes the case for protecting, 

promoting, and creating a sustainable and shared habitat for all living things. 

He calls it a “habitat of the heart”, where making real connections will be the key 

to our future and the survival of our species. 

Madeline Mayhood, James River Garden Club, Zone VII,  

Bulletin Committee Chairman, 2018-2020

Photo: Aline Arruda

Some of the books written by Richard Louv.



8Back to TOC

Michael Forsberg  By Babs Weinberg

J. Sherwood Chalmers Medal

Michael Forsberg is the first J. Sherwood Chalmers Medalist, awarded for 

outstanding achievement in the field of photography and/or photography 

education as it relates to the purposes of The Garden Club of America. He is 

being honored for his awe-inspiring photography that depicts the beauty and 

fragility of the Great Plains, and his passionate commitment to conservation 

education and environmental action.

For over 25 years, Mike has dedicated his life’s work to capturing images 

of the flora, fauna and breathtaking landscapes of the Great Plains—a 

one-million-square-mile network of ecosystems stretching from Canada 

to Mexico. The Nature Conservancy’s Rob McKim, a long-time collaborator 

with Michael, said, “Mike uses the lens of a camera to give voice to those places 

so unique to the American landscape, the Great Plains. A subtle landscape, it 

comes to life in his photographs, his work speaking to the viewer, leading them 

to experience empathy and appreciation. His works and his voice both serve as a 

call for conservation action. Most notable, his published works, The Great Plains, 

America’s Lingering Wild and On Ancient Wings, stand as evidence of his artistic 

prowess braided together with his passion and commitment to conservation.”

Michael will tell you that he has always been mesmerized by the annual 

migration of over 500,000 Sandhill cranes from their southern wintering 

grounds between Texas and Mexico. They fly north through the Central Flyway 

for 300 to 500 miles a day until they reach the Platte River in Nebraska. There 

they rest and refuel for nearly a month before beginning their long journey to 

Photo: Michael Forsberg

http://wizmographics.com
http://wizmosis.com/
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northern breeding grounds ranging from Canada to Siberia. These birds make 

up the largest gathering of crane species anywhere in the world, and that 

short stretch of river is their single most important habitat in North America. 

Mike has followed the cranes year after year documenting their extraordinary 

journey. His latest project documents whopping cranes, which have made a 

remarkable comeback from extinction. Dr. George Archibald, Co-Founder of the 

International Crane Foundation and a GCA Hutchinson Medalist, said, “The 

final result of Mike’s work is bringing the magic of nature to the minds and the 

souls of humans worldwide.”

Joel Sartore, National Geographic Fellow and Photographer and a longtime 

friend of Mike’s said. “I consider Michael to be THE visual storyteller of the 

Great Plains. Nobody has a better body of work. His current work with water 

through his Platte Basin Timelapse project, ‘Follow the Water’, now featured 

on PBS, is another photographic journey where Mike continues to educate 

and advocate, as he includes a number of next generation photographers and 

storytellers on his journey.” 

Joel once said, “Mike’s idea of a 

good time is to hike for miles, with 

a full pack of gear on, in the dark, into a 

stiff wind, at twenty below zero, just to sleep in a snowbank beside a stream on 

the slim chance that Trumpeter swans may appear in front of him when the light 

finally comes. And sometimes they do and we’re all richer for it.”

Mike co-founded the Platte Basin Timelapse (PBT) project with 

filmmaker Mike Farrell in 2011. They set out to educate others 

about the complexity of the 90,000-square-mile Platte watershed, 

and to promote understanding about where our water comes from. The PBT 

team, made up of undergraduate and graduate students at the University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln, have placed about 50 cameras throughout the watershed 

from the headwaters to the Missouri River. They use images and information 

to create multimedia content. Mike believes that protection of watersheds is 

Photo: Michael Forsberg

http://wizmographics.com
http://wizmosis.com/
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one of the biggest 21st century issues around the world. “It’s a life-or-death story.

We need to understand it and protect it. To understand it, we need to value it,” 

Forsberg said. “Water is our lifeblood.”

What makes a world-class photographer? It is someone who 

researches and studies their subject; someone who prepares for 

the unimaginable but always is ready for the inevitable; and it is 

someone who has the passion for their life’s work and the patience to see it 

through. Michael’s projects are measured in months and years of persistence 

and patience committed to capturing the image he is looking for: the image 

that will tell the story best; the image that will reflect the real emotion of 

the place he’s in; the image that allows 

viewers to be a part of the experience. This 

profound quote by African conservationist, 

Baba Dioum conveys the essence of Mike’s 

mission and passion for photography. “In the 

end, we will conserve only what we love. We will 

love only what we understand. We will understand only 

what we are taught.” 

Babs Weinberg, Loveland Garden Club, Zone XI

“ In the end, we will conserve only what we love. We will love only what we understand. We will 
understand only what we are taught.”—Baba Dioum

Photo: Michael Forsberg

http://wizmographics.com
http://wizmosis.com/
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All photos: Michael Forsberg

http://wizmographics.com
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Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy  By Randy Hunter and Angela Shepherd

Cynthia Pratt Laughlin Medal

The French Broad River Garden Club of Asheville, NC proudly proposed 

the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy (SAHC) for the 

Cynthia Pratt Laughlin Medal in recognition of its outstanding work in 

the conservation and protection of areas with rare biodiversity and habitat for 

threatened plants and animals, pristine water sources and breathtaking scenic 

beauty, enjoyed annually by millions of visitors. Protecting the “spine” of the 

Southern Appalachians has been the overarching goal of SAHC since its creation.

During the process of planning the award submittal, connections were made 

with some of the most notable and dedicated conservationists of our day. Each of 

their support letters established the strong credentials of SAHC as an important 

land trust, not only in the south but across our country. The director of one land 

trust wrote: “I believe that conservation is more than just protecting rocks and 

trees. It is creating buy-in and connection with those who share space with that 

habitat. The Conservancy has an unparalleled ability to work with people of all 

backgrounds, businesses and other nonprofits. They do not just preserve land. 

They ensure that everyone feels like they are a part of the process.”  SACH is well-

deserving of this illustrious award.

The Cynthia Pratt Laughlin Medal is awarded for outstanding achievement in 
environmental protection and the maintenance of quality of life. 

Photo: Witt Langstaff, Jr. 
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Work of the Conservancy

Since 1974, the Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy has 

protected globally important ecosystems containing rare plants and 

critical corridors for wildlife movement. Inspiration for founding SAHC 

stemmed from threats to the ridges and open grassy balds of the Highlands 

of Roan—a mountainous region straddling the border between North Carolina 

and Tennessee. Appalachian Trail hiking enthusiasts and ecologists in SAHC’s 

early years mapped priority areas for conservation and began cultivating long-

term relationships with landowners to lay the groundwork for permanent 

land protection. Their visionary approach has been amplified, expanded, and 

refined over the past half century to create an efficient organization dedicated 

to preserving some of the most unique places on earth.

SAHC conserves clean water sources, plant and animal habitat, scenic beauty, 

places to enjoy outdoor recreation, and productive farmland in the mountains of 

North Carolina and Tennessee. Their regionally concentrated work carries broad 

international impact, as this corner of the southern Appalachians boasts one of 

earth’s greatest repositories of biological diversity. These mountains are home 

to more than 100 native trees, 1,400 flowering plants, and 500 moss and fern 

species. The worlds’ leading botanists—John Fraser, Francois Andre Michaux, 

William Bartram and Asa Gray—explored the southern Appalachians in the 1700s 

and 1800s and recognized their global significance. The remarkable biodiversity 

found in the southern Appalachians is attributed in part to remnants of plant 

and animal species pushed south by  advancing glaciers of the last ice age and 

isolated in unique ecological “sky islands” among the highest elevations of the 

mountains. The Appalachian grassy balds, listed as imperiled, constitute one 

of the rarest ecosystems in the world. While high elevation spruce-fir forests, a 

globally endangered habitat, are host to endangered species such as the spruce-

fir moss spider. The region also is a national hotspot for amphibian diversity.

SAHC’s geographic conservation focus expanded from the Highlands of Roan 

to wildlife habitat along the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park 

and areas surrounding Mt. Mitchell, the highest elevation peak in the eastern 

United States. They protect mountains that contain pristine headwaters of rivers 

that provide water for all of the Southeast. The southern Appalachians serve as 

Photos: Travis Bordley



14Back to TOC

critical corridors for plant and animal migration. By protecting these corridors, 

SAHC fosters resiliency in response to climate change.

Natural wonders which make the southern Appalachian highlands so 

unique also attract millions of visitors and residents to the region, 

placing greater urgency on the need to permanently protect vital land 

and water resources. SAHC has responded to this challenge with grace and 

gusto, continuing to strengthen relationships with people and partners in order 

to increase the pace of conservation throughout the region. SAHC works closely 

with partners in the US Forest Service in both NC and TN, leveraging the Land 

and Water Conservation Fund to protect priority tracts for national forests and 

make conserved land available to everyone.

As residential development in the area boomed in the early 2000s, SAHC 

implemented a Farmland Protection Program to slow the conversion and loss of 

farmland, focusing on areas near waterways like the French Broad River which 

contain fertile, prime agricultural soils. SAHC’s farmland conservation and 

innovative community farm programs contribute to the vitality of the nation’s 

food supply, supporting resilient local communities.

SAHC accomplishes multi-faceted conservation work through a simple and 

effective mantra—Protect, Steward, Connect. Once land is permanently 

protected through conservation easements or acquisition, SAHC supports 

ongoing management, monitoring and volunteer efforts to responsibly steward 

conserved resources. They further connect people with conserved land through 

targeted guided outings and educational programs.

Randy Hunter, The French Broad River Garden Club Foundation, Zone VII, 2019 

Awards Chair for the French Broad River Garden Club 

Angela Shepherd, Communications Director, Southern Appalachian Highlands 

Conservancy

Photo: Johnny Davison
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Desert Botanical Garden By  Keridwen Cornelius and Ann Stanton

Eloise Payne Luquer Medal

Founded over 80 years ago in Phoenix, Arizona, the Desert Botanical 

Garden (DBG) focuses exclusively on desert plants. Its mission is to 

research, conserve, exhibit, and educate the public about arid-land plants 

from around the world and especially in the American Southwest. The Arizona 

Columbine Garden Club proposed the DBG to honor its long and exceptional 

work in fulfilling its mission and impacting the shape of human development 

in Central Arizona. The early founders of DBG could not have imagined how 

their love of things botanical could shape future city environments and help 

a growing population meet the challenge of living in an arid land. The DBG is 

richly deserving of this award.

All photos for this article courtesy of Desert Botanical Garden
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Work of the Desert Botanical Garden

When it comes to rescuing the world’s most threatened plants, 

conservation scientists at DBG aren’t daunted by a challenge. 

They’ve rappelled down cliffs in the Grand Canyon to document 

rare agaves and camped on a remote plateau to monitor bison trampling on 

meadows. They’ve tracked down endangered orchids and stealthily saved ping 

pong ball-sized pediocactuses from poachers.

Their efforts are vital in a time when 1 million plant and animal species could go 

extinct in the next few decades, according to the United Nations1. Surprisingly, 

the fifth-most threatened group of living things on Earth are cacti, which are 

only slightly less imperiled than coral reefs. Cacti’s main menace are thieves who 

snatch the succulents and sell them on the black market to obsessive collectors. 

In addition, ranching, farming and development destroy the plants and their 

habitat.

Desert Botanical Garden has been saving cacti and other desert flora since 1939, 

when two members of a local plant society created the garden to save native 

plants from a growing city that was bulldozing the world’s most biodiverse 

desert. Today, the DBG preserves plants from the Sonoran Desert and arid 

landscapes across the planet.

DBG’s “local to global conservation” philosophy begins with inspiring love for 

the amazing diversity of desert plants—the lavender prickly pears with their 

lemon-colored blooms, the palo verde trees clad in caterpillar green trunks, the 

magenta and violet wildflowers, and the Seussical yuccas and boojum trees. But 

some of the Garden’s most important work goes on behind its cactus-strewn 

trails.

1The UN Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Report.
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“The Garden is sort of a Noah’s Ark of the plant world,” says Ken Schutz, Executive 

Director of DBG. Its living collection contains more than 4,400 plant species, 

400 of which are rare or endangered. On the strength of its collection and 

preservation efforts, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

designated the Garden as the host institute for its Cactus and Succulent Plant 

Specialist Group. The Garden now is home to more than two-thirds of all the 

species in the cactus family and displays 186 of the 212 varieties of agave. Its 

scientists continue to classify new species with help from the onsite molecular 

laboratory, as well as collect rarer and more elusive plants.

A notable example is the critically endangered Pediocactus. Only 3,500 

of these petite plants remain on a single 25-acre patch of land in New 

Mexico. They’re threatened by poachers, rabbits, and encroaching 

natural gas drilling. Commercially grown Pediocactus plants and seeds are no 

longer available, so New Mexico’s state botanist reached out to the Garden to 

help save the species. Steve Blackwell, DBG’s conservation collections manager, 

journeyed to the site, 

took about 50 cuttings, 

and is propagating them at 

the Garden. He also is storing 

their seeds at the Garden’s seed 

bank, which preserves seeds from 

nearly 5,000 collections. In a few years, Blackwell will plant the propagated 

Pediocacti at secret—and hopefully safe—locations.

DBG also is partnering with the Smithsonian Institution to collect and conserve 

the orchids of the Southwest. As part of this initiative, Blackwell and DBG research 

botanist Andrew Salywon traveled to the lush riparian landscapes of Southern 

Arizona. There, they tracked down an endangered orchid called Canelo Hills 

ladies’ tresses, which hadn’t been seen in years. They not only collected the 

plant’s seeds but also the soil-dwelling fungus it needs to survive.
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Taking a big-picture view, DBG is working to preserve a huge expanse 

of desert where coyotes, javelinas, and bighorn sheep wander among 

saguaro-studded mountains. In 2012, the Garden convened the Central 

Arizona Conservation Alliance (CAZCA), a coalition of nearly 70 organizations. 

Its main aim is to conserve, expand and inspire love for parks and preserves in 

and around greater Phoenix. This area is home to the fastest-growing county 

in the nation, so open spaces are under threat, and the landscape is becoming 

increasingly fragmented.

Led by the DBG, CAZCA is working to restore wildlands laced with rivers and 

streams, remove invasive plants that could spark wildfires, and increase 

connectivity between preserves so animals can find food and shelter. In addition, 

CAZCA is encouraging developers to preserve the wildlife corridors and riparian 

oases that not only benefit native flora and fauna but also create more scenic, 

peaceful and valuable environments for humans. The goal, says Schutz, is for 

the region to “grow by reclaiming nature and including the beauty of the natural 

world in our daily lives.”

Keridwen Cornelius, Freelance journalist and editor specializing in science, 

environment, travel, food and history. Her work has appeared in Scientific 

American, The New York Times and other journals. 

Ann Stanton, Arizona Columbine Garden Club, Zone XII, Awards Chair

The Eloise Payne Luquer Medal is awarded for special achievement in the field 
of botany that may include medical research, the fine arts, or education.  
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Michele S. Byers By Pamela Hirsch

GCA Honorary Member

New Jersey is the nation’s most densely populated state and fifth 

smallest—a place where preserved open space and farmland have 

an enormous impact on residents’ quality of life. Michele S. Byers, the 

2020 Garden Club of America Honorary Member in the field of conservation, is 

synonymous with land preservation in “the Garden State.”

Since 1999, Michele has been executive director of New Jersey Conservation 

Foundation, a nonprofit that has preserved over 125,000 acres and has been 

at the forefront of public policy initiatives affecting the environment and 

conservation. “It is hard to think of an environmental initiative in the past 30 years 

where Michele has not been one of the leaders,” says former Governor Thomas 

Kean.

sNew Jersey Conservation Foundation got its start in 1960 as a grassroots group 

opposing a NY/NJ Port Authority plan to build an international airport in the 

pristine Great Swamp, just 26 miles from Times Square. The group succeeded 

and the land became a National Wildlife Refuge. Since then, the Foundation has 

worked to: preserve and restore thousands of acres in the ecologically sensitive 

New Jersey Pine Barrens; protect the National Landmark designated Palisades 

Cliffs; create a digital mapping tool to identify critical lands to be preserved; and 

oppose pipeline construction on preserved lands.

After growing up in a globetrotting military family, Michele earned a BA 

in biology from Colorado’s Western State College. She joined New Jersey 

Conservation Foundation in 1982. It turned out to be a perfect fit, as Michele has 

“ I found my way one step at a time into something I really loved— advocating for nature.” 
—Michele Byers
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always loved nature—whether horseback riding, birding, camping or hiking. 

“That’s been the theme throughout my life, nature and outdoors and animals,” she 

says. “I found my way one step at a time into something I really loved—advocating 

for nature.”

Michele hasn’t stopped advocating throughout her 40 years at the 

Foundation. She leads a talented 30+ member staff dedicated 

to land preservation, policy making, scientific research and land 

stewardship. “She is the most knowledgeable person in our state in all areas of 

land preservation and policy, conservation and advocacy, municipal land use 

regulations, farmland preservation, endangered species, and wetland mitigation,” 

remarked Katie Porter, GCA club member & former Foundation board member.

Michele’s first assignment at the Foundation was coordinating advocacy efforts 

in the Pinelands, a million-acre UNESCO Biosphere Reserve covering almost 20 

percent of New Jersey. It is the largest open space between Atlanta and Boston. 

This experience paved the way for the most exciting project of her career—

purchasing a 9,400-acre former cranberry farm in the Pine Barrens in 2004 and 

converting it into a preserve dedicated to outdoor recreation, protection of rare 

species and scientific research. The project was the largest wetland restoration 

of its type in the Northeast and included planting 25,000 native Atlantic white 

cedar trees. Michele remarked, “We’re excited to provide scientists great places to 

conduct research, and we’re always amazed at new discoveries. The goal is to better 

protect New Jersey’s biodiversity and the state’s rarest species.”

Perhaps Michele’s greatest gift is her leadership ability. Those who work 

with her describe her as collaborative and creative, always seeking 

innovative solutions. These skills help her excel at building partnerships 

to make preservation projects work.

Propelled by some of New Jersey’s GCA garden clubs, Michele offered her help 

after LG Electronics proposed a 143-foot office tower obstructing the historic 

vista of the iconic Palisades Cliffs along the Hudson River. This remarkable view 

had been intact since John D. Rockefeller donated the priceless cliff lands. 

Palisades Cliffs on the Hudson River
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Michele enlisted the help of four former governors—Byrne, Kean, Florio, and 

Whitman—and led the Foundation in partnering with several other groups to 

defend the Palisades. With Michele at the helm, the partnership negotiated a 

compromise with LG Electronics on building height, thereby preserving historic 

views for future generations.

Most recently, Michele addressed the proliferation of natural gas 

pipeline projects through preserved lands by creating a new 

nonprofit, ReThink Energy NJ, of which she is president. ReThink 

Energy informs citizens about the need to reduce fossil fuel usage and stop 

unnecessary pipelines, which threaten preserved lands, water and public health. 

Its goal is to help the state transition to clean, renewable energy.

With New Jersey estimated to be entirely built out by 2050, environmentalists 

are looking to identify the best remaining lands to preserve. Michele, along 

with The Nature Conservancy, Rowan University and 22 partner organizations, 

founded New Jersey Conservation Blueprint, a mapping tool to identify 

land with the greatest ecological value. Conservation Blueprint won the NJ 

2019 Environmental Achievement Award. This “living blueprint” will guide land 

preservation and improve the state’s resilience to climate change impacts.

In conversation, Michele is too modest to mention her many awards: the 

Zone IV 2006 Conservation Commendation award; the Plan Smart NJ, 2014 

Environmental Achievement award; New Jersey State Federation of Women’s 

Clubs, 2014 Woman of Achievement award; Boy Scouts of America 2016 Tribute 

to Women award; and her selection to serve on the Land Trust Leadership 

Council, comprised of top conservation leaders from across the country.

In what was to be her GCA Annual Meeting acceptance speech, Michele gave 

credit to the many partnerships she fostered, including with GCA garden 

clubs—but not to herself. More comfortable with a pine snake wrapped 

around her neck, walking through the Franklin Parker Preserve and pointing 

out some of the 27 rare orchid species, Michele Byers has always encapsulated 

the quintessential conservation ethic, past, present and future—and we are 

grateful for her important work.

Pamela Hirsch, Garden Club of Morristown, Zone IV

Pinelands National Preserve
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Conservation Exhibit for the 2020 Virtual Flower Show  By Jana Dowds

Ann Lyon Crammond Award  
Marion Thompson Fuller Brown Conservation Award

The 2020 Annual Meeting Flower Show was to be held in Asheville, 

North Carolina May 4–6. The cancellation of this meeting was such a 

disappointment to the 18 clubs in Zone VII who had worked for 5 years 

to put on a wonderful Appalachian experience for GCA members. Conservation 

and education exhibits are a part of every GCA flower show. Making lemonade 

from lemons, the GCA agreed to have its first-ever Virtual Flower Show which 

is posted on the GCA website and includes Botanical Arts, Photography and the 

Conservation and Education exhibits.

Created by Jana Dowds, Missy Janes, Carol Carter and Janet Frantz, all Zone 

VII current or past Conservation and NAL committee members, this 2020 

Conservation Exhibit was designed to convey conservation messages while 

also providing inspiration to gardeners. The Appalachian-themed exhibit 

focused on the importance of forest health by showing the significance of the 

Appalachians as a biodiversity hotspot, critical migratory pathway, and valuable 

water source. Opportunities for carbon capture and natural climate solutions 

also were featured. The exhibit was intended to raise awareness about healthy 

forest benefits and inspire gardeners to select appropriate native plants in their 

own backyards to support wildlife habitat.

Team members worked on themes and messaging throughout the year 

and gathered to start construction at the end of February, right before 

NAL. We were all set to go to print with the materials when we learned of 

the meeting cancellation due to COVID-19. Having spent very little on supplies 

and nothing on printing, the exhibitors switched to the IMovie format.



23Back to TOC

The Conservation Education Exhibit was developed from the outset to be zero 

waste. Built in Missy Janes’ barn, we repurposed materials that she had on hand 

to build the exhibit and upon completion, the exhibit was deconstructed. The 

tent was returned to its original purpose, the native plants were planted around 

Missy’s farm, and the cut branches were composted. We originally planned 

to collaborate with The Nature Conservancy Kentucky Chapter to develop 

and produce the printed posters which would be returned to them for future 

educational use. Instead, we used the content digitally in our virtual exhibit and 

for the narration. The video of the exhibit provides an idea of what the AM 2020 

experience could have been. The bird, frog and other nature sounds in the video 

were intended to be on an audio loop in the Asheville exhibit. We coordinated 

with the Décor Committee so that this exhibit would fit in with the overall theme 

of the meeting.

We are thrilled that this virtual experience could effectively showcase the 

information and reach more GCA members—all without waste and with 

minimal cost! It makes up for the disappointment of not sharing the experience 

first-hand with the AM2020 attendees in Asheville.

While conservation and education exhibits are not required to have plant 

material, we chose to create a forest bathing experience with local native plant 

material to engage AM2020 attendees to enter and learn about the critical 

importance of the Appalachian forest. The goal was to encourage creation of 

habitat in our own gardens. In Asheville, we planned to label every individual 

plant. However, in the video plant lists were added with pictures to aid viewers 

in identifying the native plants and created an easy reference for garden choices. 

While the exhibit, with all its rich details, would have been wonderful to enter 

and see in person, the overall virtual experience is more effective and moving. 

The narration enabled us to include facts and detailed information that might 

have been tedious to read during the Annual Meeting. In addition, the music 

created an emotional response to the material.

We hope you will enjoy our conservation message in this 12-minute video 

and share it with others. This has been a fast and furious learning experience 

during quarantine and we hope the final product will inspire not only forest 

conservation and native habitat in your yards, but a new way of promoting our 

message for the future. 

Jana Dowds, Glenview Garden Club, Zone VII,  

Current Vice Chair for Climate Change, Conservation and NAL Committees

https://www.gcamerica.org/members:news/get?id=2893
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STEP INTO THE FOREST
The beautiful and effective exhibit was honored with two awards. 

Ann Lyon Crammond Award

Awarded for an exhibit of exceptional educational and visual merit 

that increases knowledge and awareness of the environment. Judges’ 

comment:

“ This visually stunning exhibit leads us down the forest path and increases 

our knowledge of the importance of these native Appalachian plants and 

how they contribute to the balance of sustainable habitats. It inspires us to 

use natives in our own gardens.”

Marion Thompson Fuller Brown Conservation Award

Awarded for an outstanding exhibit that best educates the public about 

gardens and increases the appreciation of any aspect of plants, gardens 

or landscape design. Judges’ comment:

“ This video presentation is indeed a ‘Step into the Forest’. Stunning visuals 

and professional narration and audio are woven together seamlessly to 

present a clear conservation and education message. We leave with a new 

mission to preserve, protect and sustain this vital natural resource that is 

the Appalachian Forest.”

To view the Conservation and Education Exhibit:
 ■ Click Here

 ■ Then select, The Virtual Flower Show & Results

 ■ Then slide the bar to pg. 100 to reach Division V Conservation & Education Exhibit. 

 ■ The next few pages (100–106) describe the exhibit and judges commendations.

https://www.gcamerica.org/members/am2020#the-flower-show
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NAL Issues to Watch By Karen Gilhuly and Carol Hunter

THE GREAT AMERICAN OUTDOORS ACT PASSES THE SENATE

On June 17th, 2020 the Great American Outdoors Act (“GAOA”) passed 

the Senate with a vote of 73 to 25. This landmark legislation (S. 3422) 

combines both the Senate and the House versions of the Restore our 

Parks and Public Lands bills with the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) 

Permanent Funding Act. The GCA has been actively working on the passage of 

these bills for many years, in partnership with the National Parks Conservation 

Association, The Nature Conservancy and the Land and Water Conservation 

Fund Coalition, among others. 

In March, and again in early June, the GCA issued a Call to Action to garner support 

across its membership. Also in March, we signed on to a letter of support along 

with 850 other organizations. The power of GCA advocacy greatly contributed 

to the passage of this bill which now heads to the House of Representatives. We 

have much to celebrate as this landmark legislation will protect and improve 

our cherished public lands for generations to come. 
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GREAT AMERICAN OUTDOORS ACT 

Provisions:

 ■ $1.9 billion will be made available annually, for five years ($9.5 

billion total) for maintenance projects on federal land with 

70% allocated for National Park Service projects, 10% for the 

U.S. Forest Service, 10% for U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 5% 

for Bureau of Land Management and 5% for Bureau of Indian 

Education. 

 ■ Funding comes from 50% of all revenues due and payable to 

the United States from oil, gas, coal, or alternative or renewable 

energy development on federal land.

 ■ Permanent, mandatory LWCF funding will be provided at the 

fully authorized annual amount of $900 million. 

 ■ The only substantive change beyond the existing bills is an 

additional $3 billion for other public lands infrastructure 

dedicated over five years.

 ■ This bill creates critical new jobs across our Nation’s parks and 

public lands.

For the most up to date information please visit the What We Are Watching 

Chart on the National Affairs and Legislation Committee landing page of the 

GCA website. 

Karen Gilhuly, Woodside-Atherton Garden Clun, Zone XII, Vice Chairman of 

Legislation and Policy, NAL Committee 

Carol Hunter, Albemarle Garden Club, Zone VII, Assistant Vice Chairman of 

Legislation and Policy, NAL Committee

The Garden Club of America supports independent, academic, peer-reviewed scientific research 
as the basis for formulating responsible public policy and legislation, as well as appropriate 
funding to ensure quality results. The Garden Club of America is a nonpartisan, issue-oriented 
advocate for a beautiful, healthy planet.

https://www.gcamerica.org/index.cfm/members:main.getprotectedfile?common/file/NAL/WWWC%20June%202020%20-%20final%20.pdf
https://www.gcamerica.org/index.cfm/members:main.getprotectedfile?common/file/NAL/WWWC%20June%202020%20-%20final%20.pdf
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