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From the Editor

By Bennett Burns

N

ever has health been more on our minds than during this unprecedented

earned from living in harmony in an environment made up of unpolluted natural

global pandemic. Health is a broad topic and entails more than just a

ecosystems, equitable social networks, and sustainable lifestyle patterns.”

fit body and mind. It is clear that clean water, fresh air and healthy soil

A common theme throughout this issue is how our connection to nature

are all essential to meet our most basic needs, but it is also essential to tend

impacts our well-being. This is touched on in our conversation with Richard

to the broader social and cultural aspects of the world we inhabit. This issue

Louv, in the scientific work that Dr. Aruni Bhatnager is undertaking in Louisville,

of ConWatch discusses how interconnected all the systems of planetary and

and in Kathleen Biggins’ reminders of how imbalances in nature can lead to

societal health are to our individual conditions. Christina Brown and her work at

devastating consequences.

the Envirome Institute sums up a “New Vision of Health” in her statement:

As I write this, stuck inside due to hazardous air quality from the fires ravishing

“Health is more than the absence of disease. It is a state of optimal physical, mental,

the West, I am reminded of how fragile our planet is. It is up to us to protect it.

and social well-being. It is a measure of the extent to which an individual is able

Our lives and our health literally depend on it. 

to realize aspirations and satisfy needs. … Health is an environmental resource-

Bennett Burns, The Portland Garden Club, Zone XII, Editor of ConWatch
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“One of the first conditions of happiness is that the link
between man and nature shall not be broken. “
— Leo Tolstoy

News from the Committee

By Lisa Ott and Elizabeth Waddill

T

he history books will most likely remember 2020 as the year of a global

While we paused briefly to celebrate this legislative victory, the ravages of

pandemic. But the members of the Conservation and National Affairs

the pandemic marched on. Accordingly, the September 2020 Subject Vice

and Legislation committees, past and present, will remember it as the

Chairmen (VC) reports, as seen through the lens of conservation and related

year the future of our public lands was ensured for generations to come. On July

legislation, reflect the state of our natural world six months into the COVID-19

22nd, the House passed the Great American Outdoors Act (GAOA) on a bipartisan

global pandemic.

M

vote of 310-107. The bill had passed the Senate in June. It fully and permanently

ost people would agree that virtually every aspect of our lives has

funds the Land and Water Conservation Fund at $900 million a year. It also invests

been touched by the pandemic, with some results better than

billions to maintain national parks and public lands. The GAOA was signed at

others. As we begin to see the light at the end of the tunnel and

the White House on August 4th. For decades, GCA members joined advocates

start to focus on lessons learned, some viable concepts are emerging. Here are

across the country in support of this important legislation. Its passage could not

a few examples of information featured in the latest VC reports. To read the full

have come at a better time, with record numbers of Americans flocking to the

reports, click here.

outdoors for comfort in these COVID-19 times.
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Air Quality and Toxic Substances–discusses the important relationship
between clean air and healthy lungs and how our most vulnerable populations
have been hit the hardest by COVID-19. Efforts to enforce existing air pollution
regulations are critical now and into the future.
Climate Change–reveals how pandemic related air quality improvements have
created a climate research opportunity and how new data is key in crafting the
federal government’s response.
Energy Sources–provides an update on the profound and increasingly rapid
change that is occurring in energy markets in the times of COVID-19.
Forests and Redwoods–explains how COVID-19 has exacerbated the already
extreme challenge of fighting wildfires and made controlling fires more difficult
and complicated.
Waste Management–explains how the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in
increased use of single use plastics, created additional challenges for recycling
and set back efforts to reduce our waste.
Water and Wetlands–cautions that as important as washing your hands has
been during the pandemic, ensuring a clean water supply for the future is
paramount to the health of the planet.
We look forward to working with all of you to help our communities
recover and grow stronger. To quote Margaret Mead, “Never doubt
that a small group of thoughtful, committed, citizens can change
the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

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

Elizabeth Waddill, Magnolia Garden Club, Zone IX,
Chairman of the Conservation Committee
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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.

A New Vision of Health

By Christina Lee Brown

Health. The word may conjure up images of doctors and healthcare plans—

of every human being, without distinction of race, religion, political belief,

maybe with forgotten exercise plans thrown in. But when we really think about

economic or social condition and that the health of all peoples is fundamental

it, it is clear that health is so much more.

to the attainment of peace and security and, most importantly, is dependent

A

upon the fullest cooperation of all.

s gardeners we know that upon seeing an unhealthy tomato plant,
we do not immediately inject it with medicine and or give it an MRI.

When we consider this 1946 view of health, it’s striking how limited our

Instead, we consider all the factors—the health of the soil, the amount

conventional view of being healthy has become. It is important to broaden our

of sunlight, the amount of rain it has had, insects, nearby pollution, and much

understanding to include the health of the planet as well as the mental, spiritual,

more. So why would it not be that what’s true for the tomato plant is just as true

physical and cultural forces that impact us.

for you and me?

Where I live in Louisville, Kentucky, we have established an institute with

In 1946, the year I was born, The World Health Organization published their

researchers and scientists at the University of Louisville to promote looking at

Constitution, starting with: “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and

our lives and our world through this broader vision of interconnected health.

social well-being. Not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” It affirmed that

It is called the Envirome Institute and a top component of its research mission

the highest attainable standard of health is one of the fundamental rights

is to empower “citizen scientists” to promote healthier lives by advocating for a
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“During these times of COVID-19 and racial inequalities, we must
focus our energies on creating a New Vision of Health in all its
interconnected forms.”
—Christy Brown

culture of health, using nature as the standard and encouraging all decisions to

metropolitan

be made through the lens of all forms of health.

infrastructures. We

W

must realize that we are

interrelationships within the larger natural-social-cultural world we live in. At

Rachael Carlson, one of our world’s greatest wisdom keepers, told us that “Man

the core of the circle are healthy air, water and soil—the real keys to sustaining

is a part of nature and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself.”

life, human and natural. It is not trademarked and is meant for sharing. Please

Members of the GCA, who are all local leaders in our own right, recognize that

do!

this perspective is exactly what is needed right now. And, whether it be literally

e’ve created a visual representation of this perspective called

all, in fact, gardeners and

the Circle of Harmony and Health. It’s composed of eight

guardians of our mutual health.

hearts representing life’s natural ecosystem and showing its

or metaphorically, let’s raise a new banner of health in our connection with the

Some of you may be aware that the next King of England is a world-class

natural world.

gardener, from which, he is quick to say, he gains tremendous wisdom. He has

depict the interdependent relationships in the natural life cycle, all bound in a

O

balanced, rhythmic web of connections & relationships and flows of energy that

making our decisions through the lens of all forms of health. ■

promoted a similar vision of interconnected health for more than 30 years and

ver your shoulders will be the spirit of Kings and great wisdom keepers

has articulated his principles of harmony in a landmark study entitled Harmony:

such as Carson. And in our hearts will be the wisdom of generations

A New Way of Looking at Our World (2010). His Harmony Principles beautifully

of GCA gardeners. Let’s together make new laboratories of Health

and Harmony as we grow citywide gardens of life by caring and sharing, while

Prince Charles calls, “Undoubtedly the greatest marvel ever placed before us.”

Christina Lee Brown, Glenview Garden Club, Zone VII,
Co-Founder of the Envirome Institute

My hope and prayer is that this New Vision of Health inspired and guided
by our Circle of Harmony & Health will ultimately result in a redesign of our
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Our Indissoluble Bond with Nature

By Dr. Aruni Bhatnagar

e are, as they say, products of nature and nurture. And even

roads, and towns. We have created complex social networks for using and

though we can argue about the relative importance of one over

exploiting natural resources. By educating our young, we have made sure that,

the other, it is clear that the interplay between our genes and our

much like our genes, the technological and cultural advances of one generation

environment makes us who we are. What is less clear is how the environment

are transmitted to the next. The fruits of this multigenerational work have left

orchestrates the unfolding of our genetic code and how environmental factors

us a world populated by concrete cities, mechanized transport, and artificial

affect our fitness, life expectancy, and disease risk. Such factors are difficult to

interiors. Having secured our independence from the vagaries of nature, we

study, particularly in human environments, because they are highly variable and

have sequestered ourselves in climate-controlled spaces, and we have largely

complex. In comparison with other animals, humans thrive in many different

freed ourselves from pests, parasites, and pestilence that plagued our ancestors.

environments. This is because we have an innate ability to adapt to a wide array

But despite this illusion of freedom, our bond with nature cannot be severed.

W

of environmental conditions and, when required, we can alter our environment

It is obvious that we depend upon nature for our biological needs—air, water,

to suit our needs.

and food, but we also depend upon nature for our health and well-being in

For generations, we have altered the environments we live in. We have farmed

other ways. The daily patterns of our life are entrained to the cycles of night and

and tilled the land, we have planted vineyards and orchards, and built houses,

day. Every cell in our body has an intrinsic clock that regulates its functions, and
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cancer. Indeed, some believe that the current explosion in the rates of diabetes

T

and obesity may be a result of living in artificial light that disrupts the natural

large, mature trees and shrubs to see how an increase in area greenness would

rhythm of our internal clocks. We need sunlight, not only to reset our biological

affect the levels of air pollution and the risk of heart disease in that community.

clocks, but also to maintain a healthy blood pressure, as well as to build stronger

We want to know which tree species, in which configurations, and at which

bones and more resilient immune systems.

locations are more effective in removing air pollution. We also want to know

all these clocks are synchronized by a master clock, which is reset everyday by

o know more about the impact of trees on health, the University of
Louisville launched the Green Heart Project in Louisville, KY two years

sunlight. This synchronization is critical to our health and disruption of internal
circadian rhythms increases the risk of obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and

ago. This $15 million study is sponsored by the National Institutes for

Health and The Nature Conservancy. The project calls for planting 8-10 thousand

B

whether trees enhance health only by improving air quality or whether they

ut sunlight alone is not enough. To thrive, we need frequent contact with

also promote health by decreasing mental stress, encouraging physical activity,

nature. Because of our long evolutionary past, we have an instinctive

and promoting social cohesion. By working on the project, we hope to learn

affinity for other living things. Aristotle called it the “love of life”, and

how to plant trees in urban locations to maximize the removal of air pollutants

more recently Erich Fromm and Edward O. Wilson have postulated that such

and promote healthy living. COVID-19 has slowed the progress of the study, but

“Biophilia” is a reflection of our innate sense of connection to other forms of

results are expected by the summer of 2022. The findings of the project will help

life, including trees, plants, and vegetation. This yearning for nature is deeply

us improve the health of our cities and build healthier cities in the future—cities

embedded in the evolutionary memories of our wild, arboreal past. Indeed,

that will reaffirm, preserve, and strengthen our indissoluble and inseparable ties

recent research tell us that those who live in green surroundings live longer,

with nature. ■

healthier lives. In urban environments, exposure to green spaces has been
shown to increase attention, lower stress, and improve mental health. Those

Aruni Bhatnagar, Ph.D., Director, Christina Lee Brown Institute, University of

who live in greener neighborhoods show better recovery from a traumatic

Louisville, KY and lead researcher for the University of Louisville Medical School.

event like stroke, and even just looking at green spaces from a hospital window
lowers the requirement for pain medication after surgery.
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Conversation with Richard Louv

By Sophie Twichell and Richard Louv

R

ichard Louv was awarded the 2020 GCA Margaret Douglas Medal for

the non-profit Children & Nature Network (C&NN ) offers a free online research

conservation education. We were curious about his thoughts on the

library, which includes abstracts for more than 1,000 studies. They strongly

current pandemic and how nature can help in getting through it. Sophie

suggest that experiences in nature, while not a panacea, can help reduce

Twichell set up the virtual interview as follows:

physical and emotional illnesses, the symptoms of ADHD, Vitamin D deficiency,

Why is nature important for kids? For all of us?

myopia, depression, and help improve the social health of a community. And

The Garden Club of America has done great work in this arena for decades.

indoors species. “Nature-deficit disorder,” as I define it, isn’t a medical diagnosis,

Some of the earliest research was done on the health implications of gardening.

but a useful term—a metaphor—to describe the human costs of alienation

Even so, in the early 2000s, when I was researching and writing Last Child in the

from nature. If nature experiences continue to fade from the current generation

these studies are coming in just in time. In recent decades, we have become an

Woods, I could identify only about 60 studies rigorous enough to cite. Today,
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of young people, and the next, what happens to their physical, mental and

cited. In Our Wild Calling, I make the case that human isolation is rooted in an

spiritual health; and where will future stewards of the earth come from?

even deeper isolation, the loneliness of our species. Humans are desperate

What has the coronavirus pandemic revealed about our
connection to nature?

to know we are not alone in the universe. Ironically, unknowingly, we’re not.
This hunger quest has religious implications, of course. But we’re surrounded,

T

I believe, by a great conversation of animals and plants. That whisper is one of

their windows. The Children & Nature Network has started a special site to help

We can acknowledge the absolute necessity of natural areas in our cities —and

folks make that connection, at FindingNature.org. Even before the coronavirus

how inequitable the current distribution of green space is. How can we better

and social distancing, medical folks were concerned by what can now be seen

re-green and re-wild the world and our cities for the health of all species? This

as a parallel pandemic of human loneliness. Human isolation now ranks with

isn’t just about replanting cities, but approaching our relationship with urban

smoking and obesity as a factor in early death. Too much screen time, fear of

environments differently. For example, a movement in the field of public health,

strangers, the fading of the extended family and several other trends are often

called One Health, focuses on the interrelationship of humans, the life around

he pandemic seems to have increased the value people place on nature,

the reasons that gardening, pets and encounters with wild animals can be so

particularly outdoor spaces close to their homes. Under lockdown, when

healing. In these connections, we do not feel so alone.

parks and beaches closed, people rediscovered the value of nearby

What lessons can we learn from this pandemic?

nature, in their yards, gardens, or even watching birds build their nests outside

Back to TOC
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With Last Child in the Woods, you sounded a clarion call
regarding our children’s disconnection with nature. Has it
been heeded? Do you have recommendations on how we
move forward? Do you see a role for garden clubs?

us, and the overall health of the planet. To treat one, you must treat all. Are
we preparing now to maximize the benefits of the human-nature connection?
What will it take to move our species to act on interrelated challenges of
climate disruption, biodiversity collapse, the threat of mass extinctions, and

M

future pandemics related to our treatment of animals? To move people to

any people have sounded that alarm. Garden clubs were on the case

action, a reliance on facts, data and logic has clearly not been enough. We need

long before most organizations, but they can play an increasingly

at least two additional ways to make the case. The first is love—deep emotional

central role. Physicians are beginning to prescribe nature. Family

attachment to the nature around us. The second way is hope, not blind hope

nature clubs (multiple families that agree to show up for a hike on Saturday) are

but imaginative hope. Rather than accepting the dystopian images of the future

proliferating. Regional campaigns to connect kids to nature are bringing people

we’ve become used to seeing, we must conjure new images of a nature-rich

together from across political, religious and economic divides. Nature-based

future we’ll want to go toward.

education and green schoolyards are growing more popular. Garden clubs could

Do you see an intersection between the racial unrest in
our country and our relationship with the outdoors?

be conveners of family nature clubs. They can continue to sponsor community
gardens and bring more kids and families from different backgrounds to nature.

I

n 2017, a study published in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet

They could follow the lead of Professor Doug Tallamy who, in his book Nature’s

Planetary Health suggested that people who live in green neighborhoods

Best Hope, says that if we really care about biodiversity collapse and climate

live longer than those with little nature nearby. Because green spaces are so

change, we’ll plant native plants in or at the edges of our yards, gardens and

inequitably distributed, nature access is literally a life and death matter. Also,

every available urban space, restoring populations of migratory birds and bees.

how do people of color feel when they head for a national or state park; how,

Doug calls his dream the Homegrown National Park. Why limit the dream to

subtly or not so subtly are they made to feel unwanted or even feared. Groups

one nation? Why not create a Worldwide Homegrown Park? It’s time to move

such as Outdoor Afro and Latino Outdoors are making strides in changing both

beyond the narcissistic age of human loneliness and plant a new age of

the perception and reception, and reminding us that people who look like me

connectedness—a habitat of the heart. ■

have no lock on nature-connection knowledge. I’ve written about what I call

Sophie Twichell, Lake Forest Garden Club, Zone XI, Vice Chair National Parks

“natural cultural capacity,” the historic nature-based strengths that have been
under-reported and underappreciated in Indigenous, African American, Latino,

Richard Louv, Journalist, speaker and author of 10 books including the

and other communities. Considering how fundamental it is to our health and

international bestseller, Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from

spirit, and in turn the health of the Earth, nature connection must be perceived

Nature-Deficit Disorder. He is also Co-Founder of the Children and Nature

as a human right, not a right to destroy but to experience.

Network.
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Photo used with permission
from C-Change Conversations

COVID & Climate Change: Why I Am Hopeful

pivoting to a lower carbon world. Greenhouse gases may be invisible, but
the brown, cloudy murk of soot and particulate matter is not.

Because I spend so much time thinking about the climate, many people have
reached out to ask whether I am “excited” or “pleased” that skies are clearer and

■ We have been reminded of the power of nature—and that our advanced
societies, complete with sophisticated infrastructure and technology, can be
easily overwhelmed. When we change the natural systems that have been in
place while our civilization has evolved and thrived, we can unleash forces we
cannot handle. Changes such as deforestation and habitat destruction can
expose us to new zoonotic viruses or increased carbon emissions leading to
global warming and declining food resources.

greenhouse gas emissions are decreasing during our worldwide lockdown. My
answer is that it is complicated.

L

ike all of you, I am horrified by the tragedy that led to those clear skies
and emissions reductions—a pandemic that has created enormous
economic and personal suffering. My first thoughts are for those who have

been harmed, and I recognize the priority of righting our economic ship. I also

■ We ignore science at our peril. A wide range of scientists has warned us about
an impending pandemic for years, but our leaders did not take the risk as
seriously as it deserved. This is a direct analogy to the climate crisis.

recognize that in the past, emissions reductions due to economic downturns
were momentary blips, and did not change our overall long-term emissions
trajectory. And I fear that unchecked climate change will directly and negatively

■ The world has become smaller and more interconnected, which means
threats like this pandemic or climate change cannot be handled alone.
Some risks require collaborative action. This is true both at an individual and
national level.

impact our health, security, and economy on an even bigger scale and for an
even longer time frame than the virus.
In my view, the pandemic could help us in our fight against climate change.
Here’s how:

■ Some risks also require early action—if we wait, they can become too big for
us to control. In controlling the virus, countries that acted early and decisively
had better outcomes. As we are doing in the pandemic, we need to “flatten

■ The vivid clarity of cleaner air reminds us of the price we pay for reliance
on fossil fuels to power our economy—allowing us to “see” the benefits of

Back to TOC
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H

the curve” of our carbon emissions now in order to avoid a runaway and
overwhelming catastrophe in the future.

ow humankind reacts to this pandemic will shape our society and
economy for years to come. This is a unique opportunity. We can
design the economic recovery to rebuild the status quo or, as many

■ When we feel threatened, social norms can change quickly and people can
accept new ways more readily. The COVID-19 crisis has led to unprecedented
scientific collaboration, an acceptance of telecommuting and telemedicine,
and staggered work schedules. After 9/11 we accepted the need for enhanced
security, increasing our time and stress for airline travel. I have hope that when
people recognize the danger climate change presents to them personally,
they will act quickly as well.

other countries have done, design it in a way that helps us move toward a lower
carbon economy with new jobs and new technologies in the clean-tech sector.
And, if we do the latter, we will once again experience clearer skies, cleaner
water, and healthier air.
While this terrible pandemic temporarily diminished greenhouse gas emissions,

■ Renewable energy is important for energy independence and economic
security. Renewables have been more resilient than other fuels during the
pandemic crisis in part because they do not depend on a supply chain for
fuel and because they have become so inexpensive. They are already the
cheapest way to generate new power in two-thirds of the world and are
expected to be the least expensive everywhere by 2030. And that’s on an
apples-to-apples unsubsidized basis. In fact, more than 70% of all new power
capacity last year worldwide was from renewables.

Back to TOC

the price has been huge and the benefit short-lived. I am hopeful, however, that
we can learn from this pandemic and recognize the need to fight both crises. If
not, an even more expensive and difficult battle looms ahead. ■

Kathleen Biggins, The Garden Club of Princeton, Zone IV,
Founder, C-Change Conversations, a nonprofit organization started by GCA
members dedicated to promoting productive, non-partisan discussions about the
13

science and effects of climate change.

It’s Raining Pesticides

By Diane Lewis

R

emember running outside in a rainstorm as a child, hair soaked, clothes

say they get there both because the bears eat fish that is contaminated from

dripping, and tilting your head back with your mouth wide open to

rainwater, and also from the deposition of rain and snow. In fact, a study last

capture the raindrops? The feeling of being wild, natural and engulfed

year by scientists in Svalbard showed that in male polar bears in Greenland, an

in fresh, clean water cascading from the clouds? Well, that’s one more long-held

increase in pesticide concentration was accompanied by a parallel decrease in

assumption to be upended in 2020.

testosterone levels and small testes.

R

Rain samples in agricultural areas contain a multitude of pesticides, often at

unning around in a rainstorm is still a great way to have fun. The amount

levels exceeding federal drinking water standards. How does this happen?

of pesticide a child would ingest catching rainwater in their mouth is

When pesticides are applied, not all of them are absorbed by the plants being

insignificant. But the amount of pesticide carried on the rain into our

targeted. In fact, in the case of neonicotinoids which are most commonly

drinking water is not insignificant. Five pesticides were found in more than half

applied to seeds, only 5 percent is absorbed by the seeds. The pesticide that

of the samples of both air and rainwater tested in the Mississippi Delta region

is not absorbed by the plant is often vaporized into the air, and combines with

in a study by the United States Geological Survey. The pesticides found include

water droplets. Since almost all pesticides are water soluble to make application

atrazine, propanil, metolachlor, and malathion. Glyphosate and its breakdown

and absorption easier, binding to rainwater in clouds is easy, too.

product were found in 75 percent of the samples tested. Glyphosate and its
breakdown product have been linked to non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and other

Unsurprisingly the highest concentrations of pesticides are in rain samples

health risks. Atrazine has been banned in the EU since 2015 because of health

collected adjacent to agricultural areas. But none of us are immune. The

risks. Atrazine is an endocrine disrupter and causes male frogs to develop eggs.

pesticides travel bound to the water in clouds. When it rains the rainwater winds

It also disrupts human reproductive hormones and is associated with low birth

up in our drinking water and soil, along with the chemicals within it. How far

rates, miscarriages, and developmental abnormalities. Atrazine has been found

can it travel? Pesticides are found in the fat of polar bears in the Arctic. Scientists
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in over 800 public drinking water systems in 19 states. Over 70 million pounds

and homeowners use up to ten times more chemical per acre than farmers do.

of Atrazine and 287 million pounds of glyphosate are used each year by farms

Gardening without these chemicals and instead building a healthy soil culture

in the United States.

in our yards while using native plants that thrive without chemicals is a big part

H

of solving this problem.

ow do we clean up this mess so our children can drink rainwater and tap
water worry free? By encouraging farms to use regenerative farming

Diane Lewis, M.D., Bedford Garden Club, Zone III,

techniques. These include no till farming that saves fuel and prevents

Vice Chair Air Quality and Toxic Substances. Lewis is the founder of the nonprofit

erosion. Cover crops used in no till farming can also help return nutrients to the

organization The Great Healthy Yard Project and author of the book by the

soil and prevent compaction. This is because building healthy soil is the best

same name. Her book won the 2015 Benjamin Franklin Award’s silver medal for

way to grow crops without synthetic chemicals. These chemicals kill the soil

Home and Garden Books. Lewis also received the 2016 Environmental Champion

biota and deplete the soil, starting a vicious cycle and making the plants more

Award from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency for The Great Healthy Yard

susceptible to pests and disease. Spreading crop residue can return nutrients

Project, and in May 2016 the Zone III Conservation

to the soil, just like mulching in grass clippings returns nutrients to a lawn. Just

Award from The Garden Club of America.

like in a garden, building healthy soil takes time, but in the long run will increase
production and protect water quality. What is more, soil farmed in this manner

Healthy Yard Pledge

can absorb water during storms helping to prevent flooding, and hold water

You can be part of the solution by taking the Healthy Yard Pledge on
the Conservation Committee page of the GCA Website:

for plants to use during times of drought. With climate change this is becoming
more and more important. Once farmers develop healthy soil they save money
by not using expensive synthetic chemicals. There is a trend to encourage

“I pledge to take care of my yard without synthetic pesticides, weed killers

government subsidies to support farmers in this transition rather than funding

and fertilizers except on rare occasions to resolve an infestation or to

crops engineered to be reliant on chemicals. One of the best sources for farmers

improve habitat for native plants and wildlife. I also pledge not to throw

making this transition is the USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service.

pharmaceuticals or chemicals down my drains or toilets.”

P

eter Byck’s film Carbon Cowboys is another wonderful resource. He
Sources

teaches farmers rotational grazing that makes farming easier and more

1. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18453431/

financially feasible for the farmer, improves the prairie soil and plant life,

2. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24549493/

and in the process protects much needed habitat for native plants and wildlife.

3. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4284396/
4. https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.estlett.7b00081

We also need to remember that it is not just farmers who are responsible for

5. https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.estlett.7b00081

this problem. Homeowners use over 80 million pounds of pesticide on their

6. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969719305091
7. https://www.ewg.org/enviroblog/2017/08/atrazine-harmful-weedkiller-taints-tap-water-millions-us

lawns and gardens every year. There is more lawn than corn in the United States,
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Bringing Natural Movements Inside to Improve Health

N

I suspect that rarely have we spent, as a society, such long periods indoors as we

aturally animated architecture is a concept researched extensively

have recently. Even before the pandemic, the Environmental Protection Agency

by Professor Kevin Nute of the University of Hawaii, who has written

estimated that in the United States, most people spend at least 90 percent of

dozens of articles and a book on the subject. He proposes that there

their lives indoors, largely cut off from nature. In reaction to this trend, there

are three basic strategies for bringing the outdoors inside, beyond houseplants

is a burgeoning architectural and design movement that could help us be

and opening window blinds:

more content and healthy in our own homes and offices—naturally animated

■ enclosures, like an internal courtyard full of plants

architecture—a weather, light, and time-centered approach to designing and

■ projecting sunlight onto interior surfaces

modifying buildings to bring natural movement indoors. Naturally animated

■ the use of translucency to reflect shadows from outside

architecture utilizes a variety of techniques, including dynamic light patterns
reflected from wind-ruffled water surfaces, or rain ripples reflected inside from

Specifically, it is the movement that he claims creates a healthier environment.

a skylight, or images of foliage seen through a translucent panel. Proponents

A simple picture won’t lend the same results because it does not capture the

advocate that naturally-animated indoor environments result in a calmer, more

way sunlight shimmers off of water, the way leaves rustle outside a window, the

focused and possibly happier occupancy.
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patter of rain on glass, or the slow and steady march of a sunbeam across a wall.

create billowing wind-animated patterns that change constantly in response to

I’ll bet even reading those words brought you a greater sense of calm.

the lightest of breezes.

B

P

ut there is other evidence as well. Beginning in 2008, Professor Nute

roponents of sustainability in architecture have begun to recognize the

collaborated with the University of Oregon in a series of experiments

need for buildings to exist more in harmony with nature. As buildings

that examined the effects of weather-generated movement on the stress

integrate sunlight, rainwater, and wind-based energy into their designs,

and attention of building occupants. The results showed that wind-generated

they could also reimagine the ways that these sources of energy contribute

natural light patterns exceeded the ability of kinetic artificial light to calm

to the health of its occupants. At the same time, these naturally animated

occupants while also being less distracting. Interestingly, their research showed

mechanisms could highlight the frequently-invisible sustainability features of

that artificial light movements in a similar spectrum to natural light patterns

green buildings. Just one more way that we can thoughtfully interact with the

were far less beneficial to occupant’s abilities to focus and feel calm, specifically

weather and the world around us, while also making our environments more

because the occupants were aware that the lights were artificial. Other research

optimal for alertness, concentration, and happiness during the long hours we

has long affirmed that daylight provides a better lighting environment—more

spend indoors. ■

stimulating both psychologically and physiologically—than electrical light in

MJ Rousse, The Portland Garden Club, Zone XII

a similar spectra, probably because daylight is the source of light that humans
evolved with and is best suited for our biological functions. Similarly, what
Professor Nute and his colleagues at the University of Oregon found is that
bringing natural light and natural movements indoors resulted in reduced heart
rates, less distraction, and enhanced focus in occupants.

S

o, what are the practical methods of bringing weather-based movement
indoors? Some innovative suggestions include using migrating sunlight
to create dramatic shade patterns in windows, optical sun prisms to

general solar spectra on indoor walls, internal courtyards housing bamboo or
trees, and reflecting surfaces outside a window such as a body of water or a
Sources

mirror that will guide light inside. Including transparency in walls or windows is

1. Kevin Nute, Naturally Animated Architecture (Hackensack, NJ: World Scientific, 2018)

a particularly effective way of inviting naturally-animated movement into one’s

2. Peter Boyce, Claudia Hunter, and Owen Howlett, The Benefits of Daylight through Windows (Troy, NY:
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, 2003)

home—a technique often used in Japanese architecture. Mesh material hung

3. Mirjam Münch, et al., “The Role of Daylight for Humans: Gaps in Current Knowledge,” Clocks & Sleep 2 (2020):
61, accessed August 27, 2020.

outside over a deck or a balcony can protect an area from bugs and also provide

4. Kevin Nute and Aaron Weiss, “Outside In: Using the Animation of the Weather to Improve Building Occupants’
Well-Being and Raise Awareness of Passive Energy and Rainwater Saving.” The International Journal of
Architectonic, Spatial, and Environmental Design.”

beautiful internal animation, especially when multiple layers are combined to
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Everyday Things: Not all Soap is Created Equal

W

By Suellen White

e’re all washing our hands more these days. More washing equals

Take a pass on antibacterial soap -

cleaner hands—a good thing. More washing also results in more

Association and The Environmental Working Group advise us not to buy

ingredients washing down drains—not necessarily a good thing.

“antibacterial” soap. Why? It’s not healthy—for you or for the environment.

Both the American Medical

T

Here are some key questions to consider as you decide how to clean yourself

riclosan is an antimicrobial agent widely used in antimicrobial and

and your environment.

antibacterial soaps. It’s also a pesticide registered with the Environmental

■ How do we wash more and at the same time protect the environment?

Protection Agency (EPA). In 2017, the Food and Drug Administration

(FDA) banned it because it causes nerve damage in humans and is extremely

■ Is bar soap a better choice than liquid soap?

toxic to aquatic fish. Unfortunately, all antibacterial ingredients—including but

■ What ingredients should we avoid?

not limited to Triclosan—encourage algal growth. This creates a residue that

■ How do our choices contribute to clean hands and a healthy environment?

can leach into municipal wastewater treatment systems. The residue ultimately

With hundreds of soaps to choose from, it’s easy to get overwhelmed.

accumulates as “municipal sludge,” which oozes into crop fertilizers. It’s not good

Here are some tips to help make informed choices:

for the soil, or the crop, or the people who eat the crop.

Back to TOC
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Choose the bar over the bottle -

Several years ago, scientists at

Safer Choice also considers packaging. Working with the Sustainable Packaging

Zurich’s Institute of Environmental Engineering looked at soap from a life cycle

Coalition, the EPA requires that Safer Choice products use 25% renewable or

perspective. They took into account manufacturing, transport, storage, use,

recycled source materials in its primary packaging.

and disposal. They concluded, based on consumer studies, that people used six

Less is more when it comes to ingredients - According to the

times more liquid soap than bar soap (by weight) to accomplish the same task.

Organic Consumers Association, the more basic the ingredient list is on the

It’s so much easier to pour—or pump—liquid soap that we end up using a lot

label, usually the safer the product is for cleaning. Most eco-friendly soaps

more of it. Not only is there more of it to wash away, but the chemicals in liquid

include water, baking soda, vinegar, lemon juice and borax. If you find a long list

soap require far more wastewater treatment than those in bar soap. Overall,

of ingredients—many of which you can’t pronounce—it may suggest that that

liquid soap has a much larger carbon footprint than bar soap due to the added

the product is not healthy for you or the environment.

chemicals and the plastic packaging used to contain it.

Look for the EPA “Safer Choice” label -

Trivia Question

N

The EPA

o matter what color the soap, the lather is always white. Now why

created the Safer Choice label to help consumers find products

would that be? Think back to your high school science class. White

made with ingredients that are safer for humans and the

light comes from a combination of different wavelengths. In other

environment. The Safer Choice scientific review team screens each

words, white light contains all colors of light. Soap lather is made up of tiny

ingredient for potential human health and environmental effects.

bubbles. Each bubble refracts the light in different wavelengths. When your eye

P

roducts with the Safer Choice label contain only

combines these wavelengths in one image, all colors are present, and you see

ingredients that pose the least concern. Take surfactants, for instance.

white lather. It’s a good question to ask your science-minded kids. ■

Many soaps contain surfactants to reduce surface tension and allow the

Suellen White, Garden Club of Denver, Zone XII,

soap to spread more evenly. Unfortunately, many surfactants biodegrade slowly

Vice Chair for Native Plants, Pollinators, Endangered and Invasive Species

or biodegrade to more toxic and persistent chemicals, which threaten aquatic

Sources:

life. However, if a Safer Choice product contains a surfactant, it must be one that

1. https://www.treehugger.com/why-eco-friendly-soap-is-better-for-your-health-4863075

is not toxic to humans and will biodegrade readily to non-polluting ingredients.

2. Koehler, A. and C. Wildbolz. 2009. Environmental Science & Technology doi:10.1021/es901236f.
3. https://www.conservationmagazine.org/2013/05/bar-soap-vs-liquid-soap/
4. https://www.epa.gov/saferchoice/standard#directrelease
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Photo: Stacy Levy, from her project, “Riverine”

GCA’s First Virtual Conservation Study Conference

A

By Elizabeth Waddill

lthough we’re disappointed not to be taking a deep dive into

Montana to learn about the special challenges and successes of protecting this

conservation topics in Austin, Texas, our plan B will provide a unique

iconic landscape.

D

opportunity to engage and educate all GCA members on the

ay two, November 18 will offer an education on how to be good

importance of conscientious land conservation. We invite and encourage all

stewards of our private lands. American Rivers, along with Dr. Diane

to participate in the Virtual Conservation Conference called “This Land is Your

Lewis of the Healthy Yard Project, will illustrate the connections with

Land” on November 17 and 18. The conference will to delve into important

major watersheds and our own yards. Steve Small, attorney and advisor to some

topics concerning both public and private land.

of America’s largest landowners, along with Lisa Ott, NAL Chair and President of

Day one, November 17 will focus on public lands. We will hear from conservation

North Shore Land Alliance, will speak on the role of private land conservation

heroes from all over the country. Conservation historian Douglas Brinkley will

in protecting our world. Eco-artist Stacy Levy will demonstrate how art can

kick off the conference followed by former Interior Secretary Sally Jewell, Sam

help translate the nature that surrounds us in the city and suburbs. GCA medal

Hodder of Save The Redwoods, women conservation CEOs, and Dede Petri, past

winner and author Richard Louv, famous for coining the term “nature deficit

GCA president and current president of the National Association for Olmsted

disorder”, will speak about the importance of linking children with nature. Jim

Parks. We’ll also take virtual trips to wildlife refuges and national parks thanks

Blackburn, Faculty Scholar at the Baker Institute, co-director of the Severe Storm

to award winning photographer Ian Shive. Our friends at the National Park

Prevention, Education and Evacuation from Disaster (SSPEED) Center will help

Conservation Association will take us on a journey to Glacier National Park in

us understand carbon credits and how preserving land can sequester carbon
and deliver financial benefit.
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Photo: Ian Shive

B

J

ut wait, that’s not all. There will be an interactive opportunity with a

oin us and learn how to be a better steward of our precious lands. The

“Cooking for the Climate” demonstration just in time for Thanksgiving

conference is open to all members free of charge, but please register
on the GCA website. As Edward Abby said, “God Bless America, let’s try

from Conservation Committee member, Katy Kinsolving. We will close

to save some of it.” ■

by toasting Austin and the Texas Hill Country with a special margarita recipe
(compliments of bat pollination of the agave plant for tequila production) while

Elizabeth Waddill, Magnolia Garden Club, Zone IX,

we are transported to Bracken Bat Cave, the largest colony of mammals in the

Chairman of the Conservation Committee

world. We will learn how public/private partnerships protect this wonder and
how wildlife and their habitats relate to our current pandemic.
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NAL Issues to Watch: Clean Air

By Karen Gilhuly

CAN LEGISLATORS CORRECT COURSE TO PROTECT OUR AIR?

W

hat is more fundamental than being able to take a deep breath

been taken in the last three years, via government agency rulings or through

of clean air? As Americans continue to reel from the effects of a

Executive Order:

pandemic, a destabilized economy and record-breaking wildfires,

1.

all of which starkly reveal the damage air pollution causes, legislators have

Energy Rule, weakening the limits on carbon emissions from coal and

been unable to effectively respond to the continuing degradation of the air we

gas-fired power plants and allowing states to set their own rules. The GCA

breathe. The 116th Congress convened in January 2019. Over the last twenty

posted comments on the Federal Register in opposition to the “ACE rule”

months, the House of Representatives has introduced twenty-eight bills and

in October 2018.

two resolutions, and the Senate has introduced twenty-three bills and seven

2.

resolutions, all addressing our nation’s clean air issues. A handful of these bills

Weakened the existing fuel economy and greenhouse gas standards
for automobiles. The GCA posted comments on the Federal Register in

have bi-partisan sponsorship. None have been passed by both chambers.

opposition to these changes in October 2018.

As the position paper on clean air states, “the GCA supports the Clean Air

3.

Act and urges a reduction in greenhouse gasses through an integrated strategy

Withdrew the legal justification for an existing rule limiting mercury
emissions from coal power plants, allowing for higher levels to be released.

of regulated emission caps, improved energy efficiency, and greater use of clean

4.

energy sources.” In spite of the Clean Air Act’s clear legal mandate to protect the

Canceled a requirement for oil and gas companies to report methane
emissions. The GCA posted comments in opposition to this in December

quality of the air we breathe—and thus, our health—the following actions have
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2018. Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas that can have 25 times the

11. Amended rules that govern how refineries monitor pollution in surrounding

impact of carbon dioxide in equal quantities.
5.

6.

7.

communities.

Rescinded the standards that require the oil and gas industry to take

12. Directed agencies to stop using an existing calculation of the social cost of

practical steps to control leaking, venting, and flaring of methane on tribal

carbon to determine the long-term economic benefits of reducing carbon

and public lands. California and New Mexico, along with a broad coalition

dioxide emissions.

of indigenous and environmental groups, challenged the Department of

13. Denied New York’s petition for federal regulation of the air pollution from

Interior’s action. In a July 15th decision, Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers

upwind coal plants and oil and gas pollution that contributes to dangerous

found for the plaintiffs, calling the BLM rulemaking “wholly inadequate”

smog breathed by millions of people (filed under the Clean Air Act’s “Good

and requiring the rule to be restored. The ruling sets important precedent:

Neighbor” provision). New York appealed and on July 14th, the three judge

it both affirms the economic benefits of climate action and reinforces the

panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit found

government’s duty to implement the National Environmental Policy Act—

that the EPA offered “insufficient reasoning” for its denial of the petition,

which is currently under threat.

rejecting the EPA’s invalid interpretation of the Clean Air Act. The ruling

Weakened the oversight of some state plans for reducing air pollution in

reinforces the strength of the Clean Air Act requirements for abatement of

national parks and wilderness areas.

interstate air pollution and creates a forceful foundation for action.

O

Relaxed air pollution regulations for a handful of plants that burn waste

ver the last six months, all Americans have witnessed the cost of

coal for electricity.
8.

breathing filthy air. The cumulative effect of years of unchecked
pollution on plant, animal and human health requires bold and

Repealed rules meant to protect us from hydrofluorocarbons released from

comprehensive legislation to correct course. 

large refrigeration and air conditioning systems.
9.

Revoked a previous executive order setting a goal for the federal

Karen Gilhuly, Woodside-Atherton Garden Club, Zone XII,

government to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 40 percent over 10 years.

Vice Chairman of Legislation and Policy, NAL Committee

10. Repealed a requirement that state and regional authorities track tailpipe
emissions from vehicles on federal highways.
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