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At the start of WWF’s 60th anniversary 

year, re�ections from our president  

and CEO on the future of conservation.

�#�Z���$�B�S�U�F�S���3�P�C�F�S�U�T

THIRTY  YEARS AGO, my first job in conservation  
was marking the boundaries of a modest wetland 
system in the southern Berkshires. I was deploy-
ing traditional tools of conservation: mapping 
species, negotiating land deals, and fundraising 
from communities and governments to make it 
all work. A simple, durable formula that worked 
for small-scale conservation.

Whether bringing in crops with farmers, 
sitting in barns listening to landowners, or sorting 
�O�D�Q�G���X�V�H���F�R�Q�À�L�F�W�V���� �W�K�H���Z�R�U�N���U�H�V�W�H�G���R�Q���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J��
with people to keep intact a place that defined 
their lives and their community. Relationships 
mattered more than anything, and I spent untold 
hours just listening.

When I joined WWF 17 years ago, it was 
clear I had entered a whole new world of 
conservation—profoundly complex and global, 
with diverse local leaders from 100 countries 
striving to accomplish conservation at a different 
scale, from the entirety of the Northern Great 
Plains, to the length of the Mekong River, to 
�W�K�H���V�Z�H�H�S���R�I���F�R�U�D�O���U�H�H�I�V���L�Q���W�K�H���V�R�X�W�K�H�U�Q���3�D�F�L�¿�F����
It required deploying a far more complex array 
of tools to keep vast ecosystems intact, and it 
included addressing climate change, the design 
of infrastructure, the production of food, the 
�¿�Q�D�Q�F�L�Q�J���R�I���Q�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����D�Q�G���P�R�U�H����

The scope was mind-boggling. Early in my 
tenure, I helped develop one phase of the largest 
conservation project in the world, the Amazon 
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that’s economics, ecology, political science, 
business, or anthropology. Only by considering 
every aspect of a place, or every aspect of a 
global pandemic, or every aspect of climate 
change, can one best discern the interventions 
essential to keeping the whole intact.

Future conservation leaders will be gifted 
at system-level thinking—not just experts 
in one area, but experts at connecting the 
dots between disciplines. That’s where the 
good stuff lies, and where the most effective 
solutions will be found.

We’ve always pressed individuals and insti-
tutions to lighten their footprint—to reduce 
the impact on the planet of their own choices 
and behaviors. We’ve made progress along 
those fronts. But it’s clear that if we are going 
to reach the speed and scale of the solutions we 
need, we must go beyond our own footprints 
�D�Q�G���X�V�H���W�K�H���J�U�H�D�W�H�V�W���V�R�X�U�F�H�V���R�I���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H���Z�H��
have to move our partners, our friends, our 
consumers, and voters in the direction  
that the planet needs them to go. In short, 
we need to move the world. And I’ve learned 
�W�K�D�W���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H���U�H�V�W�V���R�Q���H�D�F�K���R�I���X�V���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�\�L�Q�J��
our own particular “superpower” or ability 
to look beyond our own footprint and move 
whole sectors or nations or populations toward 
sustainability in all that they do. 

As a global retailer, Walmart’s superpower  
lies in engaging its suppliers in efforts to  
improve the sustainability of product supply 
chains. For example, Walmart’s Project Gigaton 
initiative, developed in collaboration with 
WWF, is designed to challenge suppliers to take 
action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
drive forest conservation efforts, and more. 
And The Coca-Cola Company’s superpower 
is seen in their influence on water use by 
their global network of bottlers, and in their 
deployment of world-class marketing and 
communications to inspire partners and 
communities to see and use water differently. 

Conservationists of the future will more 
consistently press individuals and institutions 
to look beyond themselves, to take ownership 
of solving the larger problems beyond their 
own four walls, and to have the courage to use 
their influence to move the rest of the world 
in the right direction. 

The environmental movement exploded in the 
1960s with a bang of sweeping regulations on 
water, air, species, and pollution. But over the past 
three decades, that movement has increasingly 
focused on markets, corporate initiatives, techno-
logical innovation, and philanthropy—essentially 
the whole world of “non-state actors”—to drive 
cultural and market-based change. 

But it is becoming abundantly clear that com-
munity- and market-based solutions can thrive 
and endure only in the context of well-informed 
government regulations and programs—and 
that those programs must respect the rights and 
territories of people and incentivize market-  
based solutions to reach the scale we need.   

Increasingly we are seeing civil society, 
funders, and corporations stand up and call on 
governments to enact and enforce regulations that 
create clear, consistent rules of the road. Those 
rules must insist on sustainability—whether 
they’re regulations banning the destruction of 
nature, establishing a price on carbon, guaran-
teeing the right of communities to clean water, 
or shutting down the illegal trade in wildlife 
that continues to give rise to global pandemics 
like COVID-19. 

I predict that, more and more, we will 
build integrated strategies that combine our 
corporate and community partnerships with 
more pointed government engagement—to scale  
up our work, to establish solutions, and to pro -
tect and support initiatives so they can endure  
over the very long term. 

Scientists and nations have set a goal of expanding 
protected areas to reach 30% of the planet by 
2030. Every initial study of what that requires 
points to the vital importance of the sovereign 
lands and reserves of Indigenous peoples, as well 
as the need to ensure that the world supports 
them in safeguarding those lands. 

Knowing this, it is clear that we must acquire 
greater depth and discipline in community-based 
conservation. Indigenous and local people must 
have a pivotal role in the design, execution, and 
evaluation of conservation projects. This imper-
ative builds on existing tools—like community 
consultations, efforts to foster gender equity, 
education and health initiatives, and consent and 

grievance mechanisms—to make sure that we truly, deeply 
listen to the communities where we work and follow their lead 
in understanding what they need.

The future of conservation doesn’t see the protection of 
nature and the pursuit of justice as mutually exclusive. They 
have always been intertwined, and future conservation 
initiatives will provide in equal measure for the protection of 
vulnerable people and the protection of vulnerable species. 

Ongoing success demands that we remain nimble and 
aggressive in applying innovation to our work. We’ve 
already seen the difference that infrared technologies and 
drones can make in reducing the illegal trade in species. 
We know that cellular handheld devices and apps can 
help connect communities to markets. We’ve seen how the 
thoughtful analysis of big data can make connections and 
share information and solutions across countries, and how 
blockchain and long-term contracts can translate corpo-
rate commitments into real shifts in bringing genuinely  
sustainable products to market. 

Fostering a culture of innovation and experimentation 
also requires embracing the importance of failure. We must 
fail fast and often if we are to realize real change at a level 
that matters.

T H I R T Y  Y E A R S L A T E R , I could not be more motivated and 
excited about what the next 10 years will bring. I cannot think 
�R�I�� �D���¿�H�O�G���P�R�U�H���V�L�J�Q�L�¿�F�D�Q�W���W�R���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H���R�I�� �R�X�U���Z�R�U�O�G���� �7�K�L�V��
vision of an inclusive, people-centered form of conservation 
requires us to be clear-minded about what the world really 
�Q�H�H�G�V�����D�Q�G���W�R���P�R�Y�H���I�R�U�Z�D�U�G���R�Q���D�O�O���¿�Y�H���R�I���W�K�H�V�H���I�U�R�Q�W�V����

But more than anything it requires us to be constantly 
learning so that we can build the culture, skill sets, and 
partnerships needed to navigate the complexity not only of 
nature, but also of economies, governments, and technology, 
in order to safeguard the glittering array of people and species 
with whom we share this planet. 

What could be more important than that? 

Region Protected Areas project. We worked in collaboration 
�Z�L�W�K���P�D�Q�\���R�W�K�H�U�V���W�R���E�X�L�O�G���D�Q�G���¿�Q�D�Q�F�H���D�� �Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�� �R�I�� �S�D�U�N�V�� 
in the Amazon more than one and a half times the size  
of California. During the past 20 years, WWF has also 
systematically built programs to certify sustainability efforts 
around the commodities—such as shrimp, palm oil, and 
timber—most related to habitat destruction. And we’ve 
�Z�R�U�N�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G�¶�V���P�R�V�W���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�W�L�D�O���F�R�P�S�D�Q�L�H�V���W�R���V�H�W��
and achieve science-based targets for emissions reductions, 
�Z�D�W�H�U�� �H�I�¿�F�L�H�Q�F�\���� �D�Q�G�� �U�H�P�R�Y�L�Q�J�� �G�H�I�R�U�H�V�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �W�K�H�L�U��
supply chains.

Our ability to monitor the changes affecting our planet has 
grown exponentially, and now shows us with exquisite clarity 
that while we’ve made progress on some fronts, we need to 
evolve our work and up our game to stem the loss of nature 
and the acceleration of climate change. 

�5�H�À�H�F�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���Z�K�D�W���,�¶�Y�H���O�H�D�U�Q�H�G���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���S�D�V�W���������\�H�D�U�V����
I keep returning to five key lessons that I believe provide 
essential guidance as we look at what we need to deliver in 
the years to come.

1.  L O O K  A T  T H E

�5�I�J�T���W�J�T�J�P�O���P�G���B�O���J�O�D�M�V�T�J�W�F�
���Q�F�P�Q�M�F����
�D�F�O�U�F�S�F�E���G�P�S�N���P�G���D�P�O�T�F�S�W�B�U�J�P�O���S�F�R�V�J�S�F�T��
�V�T���U�P���C�F���D�M�F�B�S���N�J�O�E�F�E���B�C�P�V�U���X�I�B�U���U�I�F��
�X�P�S�M�E���S�F�B�M�M�Z���O�F�F�E�T�
���B�O�E���U�P���N�P�W�F���G�P�S�X�B�S�E��
�P�O���B�M�M���G�S�P�O�U�T����

2.  M O V E  F R O M 
 F O O T P R I N T  T O

S T I L L  M A T T E R S �A  L O T

3.

4.  P U T  P E O P L E  A T  T H E

O F  E V E R Y T H I N G

C O N S T A N T LY

5. 

��

�7�K�H���¿�U�V�W���W�L�P�H���,���Y�L�V�L�W�H�G���W�K�H���$�P�D�]�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���7�R�P���/�R�Y�H�M�R�\�����P�\ 
friend and a noted scientist, he gave me a simple but 
profound piece of advice: Look at the whole. By which he 
meant the whole ecosystem—the entire Amazonian forest 
and the entire Amazonian watershed. Because only by 
understanding the entirety of a landscape can you act to 
keep the whole functional and intact.

In the Amazon, that means understanding the hydrological 
cycle that provides rainwater to one of the largest agricul-
tural economies in the world. It means understanding the 
needs of hundreds of Indigenous groups, the economics 
of soy and beef production, and the different options for 
infrastructure schemes that seek to connect this region 
with the world.

A fancy term for looking at the whole is “system-level 
thinking”—connecting the dots between disciplines, whether  

�8�I�J�M�F���X�F�_�W�F���N�B�E�F���Q�S�P�H�S�F�T�T���P�O���T�P�N�F��
�G�S�P�O�U�T�
���X�F���O�F�F�E���U�P���F�W�P�M�W�F���P�V�S���X�P�S�L���B�O�E��
�V�Q���P�V�S���H�B�N�F���U�P���T�U�F�N���U�I�F���M�P�T�T���P�G���O�B�U�V�S�F��
�B�O�E���U�I�F���B�D�D�F�M�F�S�B�U�J�P�O���P�G���D�M�J�N�B�U�F���D�I�B�O�H�F����
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N A T  U R A L

�$�I�F�M�B���6�N�J�S�F�
���;�F�O�B�J�E�B��
�5�F�U�F�Z�F�
���B�O�E���*�T�S�B�F�M��
�'�B�K�B�S�E�P�
���N�F�N�C�F�S�T���P�G��
�-�B���$�I�P�S�S�F�S�B���*�O�E�J�H�F�O�P�V�T��
�D�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�Z�
���D�P�O�E�V�D�U��
�F�D�P�T�Z�T�U�F�N���T�F�S�W�J�D�F��
�B�T�T�F�T�T�N�F�O�U�T���P�G���U�I�F��
�G�P�S�F�T�U���T�V�S�S�P�V�O�E�J�O�H���U�I�F��
�1�S�F�E�J�P���1�V�U�V�N�B�Z�P���*�O�E�J�H��
�F�O�P�V�T���3�F�T�F�S�W�F���J�O���U�I�F��
�$�P�M�P�N�C�J�B�O���"�N�B�[�P�O����

A R O U N D  T H E  W O R L D ,  Indigenous peoples and local 
communities are the custodians of huge swaths of intact 
habitats—forests and fens, marshes and mangroves—that 
harbor an estimated 80% of the world’s biodiversity and 
store about a quarter of above-ground carbon. 

But like natural areas everywhere, these lands and waters 
are under threat, as is the traditional knowledge that has 
guided generations in maintaining their integrity. Roads and 
logging trucks, natural gas pipelines and mines gnaw at the 
fringes of ancestral territories and carve scars through ancient 
woods and grasslands, decimating native plants and animals 
and endangering the cultures of native peoples. At the same 
time, the communities themselves put pressure on natural 
resources as they attempt to meet basic needs and better their 
lives, particularly in places where other livelihoods are scarce 
or nonexistent. Where opportunities lack, young people, in 
particular, often leave. 

And more often than not, the peoples’ rights to determine 
the future of their own territories are in jeopardy. 

But in the gap between threat and conservation lies oppor-
tunity. “Indigenous peoples and local communities,” says 
Judy Oglethorpe, senior director of innovative conservation 
approaches at WWF-US, “hold a lot of future conservation in 
their hands.” 

If WWF supports communities as they defend their 
rights and interests, pursue sustainable livelihoods and 

Indigenous peoples and local 

communities play a crucial role 

in protecting biodiversity and 

keeping forests intact. Only by 

acknowledging and respecting their 

traditional roles, territories, and 

rights can we thwart biodiversity 

loss and address the climate crisis.

�4�U�P�S�Z���C�Z���5�F�S�F�T�B���%�V�S�B�O��
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development, and continue to effectively steward their 
own territories, she says, then they would be strengthened 
in playing their fundamental role in safeguarding the 
world’s natural heritage. 

  C O M M U N I T Y

The importance of Indigenous and community 
conservation is nowhere more evident than in efforts 
to stem deforestation. Indigenous peoples alone are 
custodians of a quarter of the Earth’s land surface,  
including well over a third of remaining intact forests. 
That also makes them crucial champions for climate 
solutions, says WWF-US vice president and deputy 
�O�H�D�G���I�R�U���I�R�U�H�V�W�V���-�R�V�H�¿�Q�D���%�U�D�x�D���9�D�U�H�O�D����

“Without directly engaging the people who live in the 
forests, those who are making the decisions that keep 
forests standing, we’re never going to be effective in 
�F�R�Q�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���H�I�I�R�U�W�V���´���V�D�\�V���%�U�D�x�D���9�D�U�H�O�D����

The ability of those communities to keep their forests 
standing often hinges on the concept of community 
ownership. In some places, Indigenous peoples and local 
communities are able to secure tenure—legal recognition 
of their rights to ancestral lands. But in many other 
places, they are not. Fewer than half of all countries 
have legal frameworks in place to enable Indigenous or 
community ownership, and even where frameworks exist, 
communities often struggle to navigate their sometimes 
extreme complexities. Helping to create those frameworks 
and supporting communities to make use of them by 
documenting their territories and claiming their rights 
are cornerstones of WWF’s work. 

“The concept of community ownership can be 
understood on a continuum,” explains Althea Skinner, 
WWF-US lead specialist for socially inclusive conser-
vation, “from formal to customary land tenure. But 
community ownership also has a broader meaning. In 
light of the stake that communities have in their historical 
territories, ownership is about ensuring that they are 
in the lead—and have the resources and capacities they 
need—to sustainably manage the ecosystems on which 
they depend.” 

Regardless of how formalized their tenure is, “the goal 
is to move communities along the spectrum from access 
and use to control and decision-making,” she says. “The 
more decision-making power communities have over land 
and resources, the better they are able to steward them.” 

     A  C O N T I N U U M  O F

Supporting Indigenous and local communities as they 
move along that ownership continuum means recog-
nizing that conservation and development—helping 
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�5�)�&���1�&�0�1�-�&���3�P�T�F�C�V�E���4�J�P�V�Y���5�S�J�C�F��
�5�)�&���1�-�"�$�&���3�P�T�F�C�V�E���3�F�T�F�S�W�B�U�J�P�O�
���4�P�V�U�I���%�B�L�P�U�B�
���6�O�J�U�F�E���4�U�B�U�F�T
�8�8�'�_�4���4�6�1�1�0�3�5���*�O�W�F�T�U�J�O�H���J�O���/�B�U�J�W�F���"�N�F�S�J�D�B�O���D�V�M�U�V�S�B�M���B�O�E��
�F�D�P�M�P�H�J�D�B�M���S�F�T�U�P�Sation e��P�S�U�T

�5�I�F���3�P�T�F�C�V�E���&�D�P�O�P�N�J�D���%�F�W�F�M�P�Q�N�F�O�U���$�P�S�Q�P�S�B�U�J�P�O�
���3�P�T�F�C�V�E��
�4�J�P�V�Y���5�S�J�C�F�
���B�O�E���5�S�J�C�B�M���-�B�O�E���&�O�U�F�S�Q�S�J�T�F���I�B�W�F���Q�B�S�U�O�F�S�F�E���X�J�U�I��
�8�8�'���B�O�E���U�I�F���6�4���%�F�Q�B�S�U�N�F�O�U���P�G���U�I�F���*�O�U�F�S�J�P�S���U�P���F�T�U�B�C�M�J�T�I���/�P�S�U�I��
�"�N�F�S�J�D�B�[�T���M�B�S�H�F�T�U���/�B�U�J�W�F���"�N�F�S�J�D�B�O���P�X�O�F�E���B�O�E���N�B�O�B�H�F�E���C�J�T�P�O��
�I�F�S�E�����"�U�������
���������B�D�S�F�T�
���U�I�F���8�P�M�B�Lota Bu��B�M�P���3�B�O�H�F���X�J�M�M���C�F��
�Q�P�Q�V�M�B�U�F�E���X�J�U�I���V�Q���U�P�����
���������B�O�J�N�B�M�T���G�S�P�N���Q�V�C�M�J�D���D�P�O�T�F�S�W�B�U�J�P�O��
�I�F�S�E�T���N�B�O�B�H�F�E���C�Z���U�I�F���/�B�U�J�P�O�B�M���1�B�S�L���4�F�S�W�J�D�F���B�O�E���U�I�F���6�4���'�J�T�I���B�O�E��
�8�J�M�E�M�J�G�F���4�F�S�W�J�D�F�����#�J�T�P�O�
���B���L�F�Z�T�U�P�O�F���T�Q�F�D�J�F�T���P�G���U�I�F���/�P�S�U�I�F�S�O���(�S�F�B�U��
�1�M�B�J�O�T�
���X�F�S�F���O�F�B�S�M�Z���E�S�J�W�F�O���U�P���F�Y�U�J�O�D�U�J�P�O���J�O���U�I�F�����������T������

�5�I�F���B�J�N���P�G���S�F�U�V�S�O�J�O�H���C�J�T�P�O���U�P���U�I�F�T�F���U�S�J�C�B�M�M�Z���P�X�O�F�E���M�B�O�E�T���J�T���U�P��
�S�F�W�J�U�B�M�J�[�F���U�I�F���D�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�Z�[�T���I�J�T�U�P�S�J�D���D�V�M�U�V�S�B�M���S�F�M�B�U�J�P�O�T�I�J�Q���X�J�U�I����
�U�I�F���J�D�P�O�J�D���T�Q�F�D�J�F�T���X�I�J�M�F���B�U���U�I�F���T�B�N�F���U�J�N�F���S�F�H�F�O�F�S�B�U�J�O�H���U�I�F���Q�S�B�J�S�J�F�
��
�T�F�R�V�F�T�U�F�S�J�O�H���D�B�S�C�P�O�
���B�O�E���D�S�F�B�U�J�O�H���F�D�P�O�P�N�J�D���P�Q�Q�P�S�U�V�O�J�U�Z�
���T�V�D�I��
�B�T���F�D�P�U�P�V�S�J�T�N��

� 4 � 0 � 6 � 5 � ) � �
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�5�)�&���1�&�0�1�-�&���#�P�S�B�
����
�.�V�J�O�B�O�F�
���0�D�B�J�O�B�
���B�O�E���6�J�U�P�U�P����
�*�O�E�J�H�F�O�P�V�T���Q�F�P�Q�M�F�T
�5�)�&���1�-�"�$�&���1�S�F�E�J�P���1�V�U�V�N�B�Z�P����
�*�O�E�J�H�F�O�P�V�T���3�F�T�F�S�W�F�
���$�P�M�P�N�C�J�B��
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communities sustainably meet their basic needs and 
improve their living conditions—must go hand in hand. 
“They’re two sides of the same coin,” says Skinner. 

Nathalie Simoneau, WWF-US lead specialist for 
gender and social inclusion, agrees. “I think we’re really at 
a convergence point, where everybody’s starting to realize 
that we cannot just work on conservation or  
development,�´�� she says. “It needs to be both.” 

WWF has a decades-long history of intentionally 
�S�U�R�P�R�W�L�Q�J���V�X�F�K���F�R�X�S�O�H�G���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�V�����V�D�\�V���%�U�D�x�D���9�D�U�H�O�D����
by working with communities on projects that have both 
conservation and sustainable livelihood goals, such as 
ecotourism or non-timber forest products like honey. 
Increasingly, the organization has been “focused on the 
important role partners on the ground play in ensuring  
the long-term health and well-being of people and nature.” 

What’s new is the role reversal. 
Traditionally, WWF has been a driver of conservation 

projects. But the roles should be viewed the other way 
around, according to the ICCA Consortium, an international 
group of Indigenous and community organizations and 
federations. Their view is that “it is the custodians … the 
concerned Indigenous peoples and local communities 
who should decide whether and how to include others as 
supporters in their own conservation endeavors.” 

Taking a back seat can be a challenge for an organization 
like WWF. But “there’s a mind shift happening,” says 
Oglethorpe. “Communities are the drivers. Decisions should 
be theirs. Our role is to support and help.”  

What that support looks like depends on the local context 
and runs the gamut. Policy support, advocacy, and legal action 
can aid communities in claiming rights to their territories 
and having other concerns heard. Research and technical 
support may be needed in order to document cultural 
sites and traditional land uses or to monitor territories for 
poaching or the impacts of infrastructure development and 
resource extraction. Financing and capacity development 
help communities pursue sustainable development and 
create opportunities that can allow young people and others 
to stay on their lands. Communications support can amplify 
Indigenous voices in national and international forums. 

Of course, the only way to know what communities 
need is to ask. “We have to take all of their concerns and 
their ideas into the design of projects,” says Simoneau. 
“We have to engage them from the time we’re first 
thinking about a project, through to the very end. That’s 
how you develop community ownership of a project or 
an approach. 

“We are there to support what communities want and 
need in order for them to have access in perpetuity to both 
resources and the right to manage them,” she says. “But it 
needs to come from the community if we want it to be truly  
sustainable.” 

“Our focus is on supporting them as they make 
�G�H�F�L�V�L�R�Q�V���´���V�D�\�V���%�U�D�x�D���9�D�U�H�O�D�����³�:�H���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H��
what we can to their capacity to independently advocate 
for themselves.” 
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�*�T�P�O�H���C�V�J�M�E�T���B��
�C�B�N�C�P�P���M�B�E�E�F�S���P�O��
�B���T�J�B�M�B�O�H—�B���L�J�O�E��
�P�G���U�S�F�F���G�S�P�N���X�I�J�D�I��

�N�F�N�C�F�S�T���P�G���U�I�F��
�5�B�M�B�O�H���.�B�N�B�L��
�D�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�Z���J�O����

�D�F�O�U�S�B�M���4�V�N�B�U�S�B��
�I�B�W�F���I�B�S�W�F�T�U�F�E��

�I�P�O�F�Z���G�P�S����
�H�F�O�F�S�B�U�J�P�O�T����

M E A N I N G F U L

Engaging productively with local people can be challenging, 
�D�Q�G���:�:�)���K�D�V���P�D�G�H���P�L�V�W�D�N�H�V�����6�R�F�L�D�O���E�H�Q�H�¿�W�V���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���D�O�Z�D�\�V��
been balanced with conservation outcomes, and attempts to 
involve communities in decision-making have sometimes 
underestimated the intricacies of their dynamics. 

�³�7�K�H�V�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�V���F�D�Q���E�H���Y�H�U�\���F�R�P�S�O�H�[���´���V�D�\�V���%�U�D�x�D���9�D�U�H�O�D����
“We have learned that transparency and consent are the only 
ways forward. Without the consent of the whole community—
which requires transparency at every step—we cannot have 
authentic participation. And we can also create unintended 
problems that undermine our relationships, as well as the 
outcomes we are seeking.” 

“If there isn’t meaningful participation of communities, then 
you’re not going to be successful,” says Emelin Gasparrini, a 
WWF communications specialist who has supported Indigenous 
peoples’ engagement in global conferences. “I think that’s one 
lesson that we have learned. So, some of our programs have 
focused on bringing voices into the process that had previously 
been excluded … making sure that we listen better and that there’s 
space for them to engage fully and meaningfully.” 

Conservation has to include the most vulnerable and margin-
alized members of a community—for example, those with low 
literacy skills and those who are the poorest, says Simoneau. 
“They’re often the ones who depend most on natural resources 
and lack the opportunities that wealthier or more educated 
community members have.” Women are often excluded as well. 

�³�7�K�H�U�H���D�U�H���P�X�O�W�L�S�O�H���O�D�\�H�U�V���W�R���W�K�H���Z�R�U�N���Z�H���G�R���´���V�D�\�V���%�U�D�x�D��
Varela. “First, there is a very comprehensive strategy of on-the-
ground interventions involving the constituents in our partner 
communities. That work must be coupled with policy and 
advocacy at the regional, national, and international levels. And 
then we activate our network and relationships, and use our 
ability to facilitate conversations to get competing interests to 
talk to each other and reach a productive outcome. 

“Using the breadth of WWF’s network, we have woven 
connective tissue across multiple levels of governance,” she 
says. “And that has earned us a lot of trust from Indigenous 
peoples, because they know that we’re not only investing in a 
project and leaving after the project ends. We are engaged for 
the long term, and we help them build the strength and skills 
to represent themselves.” 

WWF-Colombia’s Maria Fernanda Jaramillo, who works 
to facilitate knowledge sharing among Indigenous groups in 
the Amazon, adds: “We put all our efforts and money into 
helping to connect local to national to international, and into 
including voices that are usually not there in those discussions, 
to give the local stakeholders the opportunity to be part of 
something bigger.” 

Naturally, making and sustaining those connections take 
time—conservation is a long game. “Jumping at quick solu-
tions doesn’t usually deliver long-term results. Working with  
communities can take more time and more effort—but it gets 
us closer to the goal,” says Gasparrini. 

You can’t rush it, says Skinner. “Relationships move ‘at the 
speed of trust.’” 
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�������
���������B�D�S�F�T���P�G���G�P�S�N�F�S���M�P�H�H�J�O�H���D�P�O�D�F�T�T�J�P�O�T���O�F�J�H�I�C�P�S�J�O�H���B��
�O�B�U�J�P�O�B�M���Q�B�S�L�����#�Z���C�V�J�M�E�J�O�H���U�S�V�T�U���B�O�E���D�P�M�M�B�C�P�S�B�U�J�O�H���X�J�U�I���U�I�F��
�Q�F�P�Q�M�F���P�G���U�I�F���0�S�B�O�H���3�J�N�C�B���B�O�E���5�B�M�B�O�H���.�B�N�B�L���U�S�J�C�F�T�
���X�I�P��
�M�J�W�F���J�O���5�I�J�S�U�Z���)�J�M�M�T���C�V�U���M�B�D�L���M�F�H�B�M���P�X�O�F�S�T�I�J�Q���P�G���U�I�F�J�S���D�V�T�U�P�N�B�S�Z��
�M�B�O�E�T�
���8�8�'���J�T���I�F�M�Q�J�O�H���U�I�F�N���Q�S�P�U�F�D�U���U�I�F�J�S���D�V�M�U�V�S�B�M���U�S�B�E�J��
�U�J�P�O�T���B�O�E���G�P�S�F�T�U���E�F�Q�F�O�E�F�O�U���M�J�W�F�M�J�I�P�P�E�T�����8�8�'���F�Y�Q�F�S�U�T���B�S�F��
�V�T�J�O�H���Q�B�S�U�J�D�J�Q�B�U�P�Sy mapping e��P�S�U�T���U�P���T�F�U���B�T�J�E�F���B�S�F�B�T���G�P�S��
�D�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�Z���M�B�O�E���V�T�F�T�
���B�O�E���Q�B�S�U�O�F�S�J�O�H���X�J�U�I���M�P�D�B�M���D�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�J�F�T��
�U�P���F�Y�Q�B�O�E���B�M�U�F�S�O�B�U�J�W�F���M�J�W�F�M�J�I�P�P�E�T���C�B�T�F�E���P�O���O�P�O���U�J�N�C�F�S���G�P�S�F�T�U��
�Q�S�P�E�V�D�U�T���T�V�D�I���B�T���S�B�U�U�B�O���B�O�E���X�J�M�E���I�P�O�F�Z��

�2�V�P�U�F�T���G�F�B�U�V�S�F�E���J�O���U�I�J�T���T�U�P�S�Z���B�S�F���Q�V�M�M�F�E���G�S�P�N���B���W�B�S�J�F�U�Z���P�G����
�8�8�'���B�O�E���Q�B�S�U�O�F�S���S�F�T�P�V�S�D�F�T���� �'�
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One such organization is Groundwork 
Ohio River Valley (Groundwork ORV), 
�D���Q�R�Q�S�U�R�¿�W���W�K�D�W���F�H�Q�W�H�U�V���R�Q���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q-
mental justice work.  

Co-executive director Tanner Yess 
says it’s “sustainability work with a 
�G�L���H�U�H�Q�W���D�Q�J�O�H�����Z�K�L�F�K���L�V���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�Q�J��
… to real-world quality of life issues, 
especially in neighborhoods that have 
been left behind by the environmen-
tal movement. 

“I’m a conservationist, pretty 
staunch and all that,” Yess says. 
“But … we [have] to connect with people on the ground. 
All of our programs are designed with that in mind: to 
meet people where they’re at.” 

One overcast, chilly afternoon, a group of students from 
a local public high school converges in Cincinnati’s Lower 
Price Hill neighborhood to install green infrastructure, 
beautify the community, and plant fruit trees and herbs 
in a vacant lot. The sound of their shovels hitting rock and 
�V�R�L�O���¿�O�O�V���W�K�H���D�L�U�����M�R�L�Q�H�G���E�\���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���W�K�H���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q�D�O��
question from a passerby. The students are part of Ground-
work ORV’s Green Team, a program designed to cultivate 
job skills and a better understanding of the environment 
where the students live. 

The fruit trees, once they’re mature, are meant to help 
provide the community (considered a food desert, and one 
especially susceptible to climate change) with access to 
fresh fruit at no cost. Residents will be able to pluck paw-
paws, peaches, and apples.

“And we’ll add more trees to Lower Price Hill,” says Sophie 
Revis, the program’s manager. “As the climate continues 
to change, Lower Price Hill is poised to get hotter, wetter, 
and have even worse air quality. Adding these few trees 

will help a lot to reduce the 
heat and make the air better  
to breathe.” 

The tree planting is done 
in collaboration with the 
Common Orchard Project, 
a program incubated by the 
Green Umbrella alliance, which 
works with the Port Authority/
Greater Cincinnati Redevel-
opment Authority to reclaim 
vacant land as a community 
asset that provides nourish-
ment and beauty. Studies 
have shown that vacant lots 
significantly affect the safety 
and the health, both physical 

and mental, of residents whose neighborhoods already 
lack in resources. 

Chris Smyth, the program’s director, says they’ve planted 
14 orchards in Cincinnati so far. Sixteen more are planned by 
the end of 2021—and they’ll keep going until they reach 100. 

“We can plant not only beautiful things, but also pro -
ductive things, to add value to neighborhoods,” says Smyth. 
Instead of adding a home or a business, he says, perennial 

P E O P L E O U T S I D E  C I N C I N N A T I ,  a midsized city of hills 
and valleys, might not readily see it as a national leader in 
tackling climate change. Yet grassroots organizations and 
community leaders here have been addressing the crisis 
�I�R�U���\�H�D�U�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���R�Q���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�Q�G���H���R�U�W�V�����S�R�O�L�F�\�����D�Q�G���L�Q�Y�H�V�W-
ments in green innovation.

Amid a global pandemic that has exacerbated exist-
ing socioeconomic inequities and climate injustices, that 
work continues. 

Cincinnati’s average temperature could climb by as much 
�D�V���������E�\���W�K�H���H�Q�G���R�I���W�K�H���F�H�Q�W�X�U�\�����D�Q�G���F�K�D�Q�J�H�V���Z�L�O�O���E�H���V�H�H�Q��
across the region, with vulnerable populations—including 
lower-income communities and people of color, who are 
�G�L�V�S�U�R�S�R�U�W�L�R�Q�D�W�H�O�\���L�P�S�D�F�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���H���H�F�W�V���R�I���F�O�L�P�D�W�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�²
�F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�L�Q�J���W�R���V�X���H�U���P�R�V�W���X�Q�O�H�V�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q���L�V���W�D�N�H�Q����

“When we think about climate disruption, in many ways 
it’s a risk multiplier. It takes existing problems and makes 
them worse,” says sustainability coordinator Oliver Kroner, 
of Cincinnati’s Office of Environment and Sustainability 
(OES). “I think you could say the same thing about the 
pandemic. If you’re on the brink before catastrophe, you’re 
more likely to face hardship. 

“When you talk about resilience planning, and how we 
endure these changes ahead, I think some climate planners 
see [the pandemic] as an opportunity to learn about future 
stressors in our communities,” he says. 

The Green Cincinnati Plan, an OES document adopted 
by the city council, includes recommendations for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions by 80% by 2050. It also outlines 
an aim for the city government to run solely on renew-
able energy by 2035. And they’re on track: Twenty-eight 
municipal facilities already run entirely on renewables, 
and construction of what will be the largest city-led array 
of solar panels in the country is underway. 

This is work that Cincinnati mayor John Cranley has sup-
ported, and that local organizers have been working toward 
for decades. When the US 
announced its intent to with -
draw from the Paris Agreement 
climate accord in 2017, Cran-
ley condemned the action and 
signed on to become one of 
nearly 4,000 CEOs, mayors, 
college presidents, and other 
�R���F�L�D�O�V�� �W�R�� �G�H�F�O�D�U�H�� �V�X�S�S�R�U�W��
for climate action as part of 
We Are Still In—an initiative 
administered by WWF and 
partners that has, in the wake 
of the new administration’s 
commitments, evolved into 
America Is All In. 

“Cincinnati was an early 
signatory, and has been a strong leader from the start,” 
�V�D�\�V���.�H�Y�L�Q���7�D�\�O�R�U�����:�:�)�¶ �V���V�H�Q�L�R�U���S�U�R�J�U�D�P���R���F�H�U���I�R�U���F�L�W�L�H�V��
and climate. 

Kroner credits the city’s progress to its collaborative 
approach, noting that the scope of the Green Cincinnati 
Plan goes beyond the work of the city government, relying 
heavily on partnerships with over 40 community organi -
zations to deliver on its goals.  

���������8�0�3�-�%���8�*�-�%�-�*�'�&���.�"�(�"�;�*�/�&

�$�M�P�D�L�X�J�T�F���G�S�P�N���U�P�Q��
�M�F�G�U�����#�V�T�I�F�T���U�I�B�U��
�I�B�W�F���C�F�F�O���U�S�J�N�N�F�E��
�U�P���N�B�L�F���S�P�P�N���G�P�S��
�O�F�X���U�S�F�F�T�����(�S�F�F�O��
�5�F�B�N���Q�S�P�H�S�B�N���N�B�O��
�B�H�F�S���4�P�Q�I�J�F���3�F�W�J�T����
signs in an o�c�F��
�X�J�O�E�P�X�����C�J�D�Z�D�M�F��
�C�F�M�P�O�H�J�O�H���U�P���5�B�O�O�F�S��
�:�F�T�T�
���D�P���F�Y�F�D�V�U�J�W�F����
�E�J�S�F�D�U�P�S���P�G���(�S�P�V�O�E��
�X�P�S�L���0�3�7�����M�P�D�B�M��
�B�S�U�X�P�S�L�����5�B�O�O�F�S���:�F�T�T��
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Groundwork ORV’s mitigation strategies, says Yess, 
include everything from planting trees “to more intensive 
green infrastructure policy work. ... We’re arming ourselves 
and citizens with the language that policy-makers use so 
that they can advocate for themselves.” 

�2�(�6�¶�V���.�U�R�Q�H�U���V�D�\�V���W�K�D�W���P�D�S�V���R�I���W�H�P�S�H�U�D�W�X�U�H���G�L���H�U�H�Q�F�H�V��
�F�D�Q�� �E�H�� �X�V�H�G�� �W�R�� �K�H�O�S�� �L�Q�I�R�U�P�� �W�U�H�H���S�O�D�Q�W�L�Q�J�� �H���R�U�W�V���� �7�K�D�W�¶�V��

where partnerships like the 
one with Groundwork ORV 
are crucial. Beyond “green-
ing” spaces, OES is focused 
on connecting people with 
land and democrat iz ing 
data—helping people better 
understand what’s happen-
ing in their own communities  
�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V�� �W�K�D�W�� �D���H�F�W��
them. OES also looks at 
energy burden. Because ten-
ants often foot the utility bill, 
there’s no economic incentive 
for landlords to make energy 
improvements. 

“We’re trying,” Kroner says, 
�³�W�R���G�H�O�L�Y�H�U���H�Q�H�U�J�\���H���F�L�H�Q�F�\ 

to these households that are really paying exorbitant 
amounts of money just to heat their homes.” 

He says approximately 60% of Cincinnati’s carbon emis-
sions come from its built environment—the city’s buildings 
and how they’re powered, heated, and cooled. “A number 
of our strategies,” he notes, “focus on making buildings 
�P�R�U�H���H�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W�����S�R�Z�H�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P���Z�L�W�K���U�H�Q�H�Z�D�E�O�H���H�Q�H�U�J�\���´��

�(�3�&�&�/�&�3�
���.�0�3�&���"�$�$�&�4�4�*�#�-�&���5�3�"�/�4�1�0�3�5�"�5�*�0�/
Another 30% of Cincinnati’s carbon emissions come from  
transportation and fue l, says Kroner, so OES also looks at 
electrifying transportation and improving transit choices.  

The Green Cincinnati Plan calls for increasing public 
transit ridership by 25% by 2035, and a recently passed 
0.8% sales tax will help fund a more robust transit system. 
Cincinnati also aims to double the lane miles of bike trails, 
improve walkability and pedestrian safety, and encourage 
the transition to electric vehicles. 

October 2020 saw the unveiling of Cincinnati’s latest 
Metro bus transit hub, in Northside, the city’s second-bus -
iest transfer location. Features include sheltered boarding 
stops, electronic signs with real-time updates on bus 
arrivals, and a park-and-ride lot with charging stations 
for electric vehicles.

The grassroots organization Better Bus Coalition, led 
by lifelong bus rider and Cincinnatian Cam Hardy, advo -
cated for the hub. A resident of Northside, Hardy says he 
was “extremely happy” to see the hub come to fruition and 
is excited for other neighborhoods to open similar hubs.

Hardy’s transportation adv ocacy started when he became 
fed up with buses breaking down or being late. One night, 
he took to Facebook Live and asked: “Why is this accept-
able?” That led him to being invited on a bus ride with 
Metro’s then-CEO. After learning about policies affecting 
the bus system and joining forces with other riders, Hardy 
officially formed the all-volunteer coalition in 2017. 

�D�J�U�L�F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �F�D�Q�� �³�¿�O�O�� �V�R�P�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �J�D�S�V�� �L�Q�� �R�X�U�� �P�L�G�Z�H�V�W�H�U�Q��
Rust Belt cities.” 

As the hole-digging nears completion, Smyth calls the 
group over for a lesson in planting young fruit trees. 

Listening is 16-year-old Mohagany Wooten, who says 
she knew little about environmental justice before joining 
the Green Team. Through the program she has learned 
not only about broad issues 
l ike cl imate change but 
also how the environment 
relates to barriers faced by 
her own community. 

“Lower Price Hill really 
doesn’t have a lot of open 
green space,” she says, “but 
we do have certain l i t t le 
patches.” Wooten says that 
she thought one space near 
the bus stop could be used 
as a community garden, 
but there were plans to put 
apartments there. 

“It threw me off and put 
me in the environmental 
injustice spot, because instead 
of them trying to put vegetables or something healthy there, 
they just wanted to put a building there,” Wooten says. 
“There’s a lot of abandoned buildings in Lower Price Hill, 
and I feel that they should probably try to fix them to be 
better instead of taking away the green spaces.” 

Many kid s in her school, Wooten said, get their work 
done, try to graduate, and either go to college or get a job—
that’s the basic plan. But this program instills in students 
a desire to learn about their environment and apply that 
knowledge to changing their communities for the better. 

One of the best parts of the program, Yess says, is see-
ing where students go after their time with Groundwork 
ORV. One Green Teamer, now in his early twenties, went 
on to run one of the organization’s Green Corp Young Adult 
workforce groups. Of course, not everyone goes on to an 
environment-adjacent career. But that’s not really the point, 
Yess says. Rather, it’s that they understand the impact 
the work has on their communities and how to direct that 
knowledge into action. 

�$�3�&�"�5�*�/�(���$�-�*�.�"�5�&���4�"�'�&���/�&�*�(�)�#�0�3�)�0�0�%�4
In this cit y of old buildings and many renters, low-income 
residents bear the country’s eighth-highest energy burden 
(the percentage of income a household spends on utility bills). 
And neighborhoods subject to government-sanctioned racist 
housing practices in the 1930s and ’40s today have fewer green 
spaces and more heat-retaining surfaces (such as highways) 
than many other neighborhoods, which puts them at higher 

�U�L�V�N���I�R�U���H�[�W�U�H�P�H���K�H�D�W���D�Q�G���À�R�R�G�L�Q�J��
�7�K�H���H���H�F�W�V���R�I���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���I�H�Z�H�U���W�U�H�H�V���L�Q��

lower-income communities are already 
being felt: higher rates of asthma, poorer 
�D�L�U���T�X�D�O�L�W�\�����L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���À�R�R�G�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���P�R�U�H��
mold. According to Yess, Cincinnati 
neighborhoods with more tree canopy 
cover are often 10 to 12 degrees cooler. 

�(�S�F�F�O���5�F�B�N��
�N�F�N�C�F�S���.�P�I�B�H�B�O�Z��
�8�P�P�U�F�O���I�F�M�Q�T���U�P��
�D�M�F�B�S���B���W�B�D�B�O�U���M�P�U����
�J�O���$�J�O�D�J�O�O�B�U�J�[�T��
�-�P�X�F�S���1�S�J�D�F���)�J�M�M��
�O�F�J�H�I�C�P�S�I�P�P�E���8
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“We looked at it as a way to take ownership and have 
some pride about our transportation system, because we 
weren’t seeing that from anywhere else,” Hardy says. Buses 
lacked investment because ridership was looked down on 
as a poverty issue, he says, but “it’s not just about moving 
poor people around. It’s for the greater good.” 

The coalition is now advocating for adding cleaner, more 
�I�X�H�O���H���F�L�H�Q�W���E�X�V�H�V���W�R���0�H�W�U�R�¶�V���À�H�H�W�����)�R�U���+�D�U�G�\�����D���V�W�U�R�Q�J�H�U��
Metro is integral to a more sustainable Cincinnati, and he 
hopes that as the city recovers from COVID-19 it can give 
�F�L�W�L�]�H�Q�V���D���V�D�I�H�U�����P�R�U�H���H�I�I�H�F�W�L�Y�H���P�H�D�Q�V���R�I���U�H�W�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���W�R���Z�R�U�N����

�.�0�3�&���'�0�0�%�
���-�&�4�4���8�"�4�5�&
�5�H�E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J���H���R�U�W�V���D�I�W�H�U���&�2�9�,�'���������Z�L�O�O���U�H�D�F�K���E�H�\�R�Q�G���W�U�D�Q�V-
portation. The pandemic has also highlighted and exacerbated 
existing stressors related to food.

�$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���Q�R�Q�S�U�R�¿�W���)�H�H�G�L�Q�J���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�����G�H�V�S�L�W�H���D�V��
many as one in six Americans experiencing hunger, roughly 
30% to 40% of food produced in the US is thrown away. To 
address this, Cincinnati-based 
supermarket retailer Kroger 
launched a social impact plan 
in 2017 to help create commu-
nities free of hunger and waste. 
The Kroger Co. Zero Hunger |  
Zero Waste Foundation is 
a supporter of WWF’s Food 
Waste Warriors school cur-
riculum. In 2019, Food Waste 
Warriors audited plate waste 
in 46 school cafeterias in nine 
US cities, including Cincinnati.

WWF’s Amanda Stone, 
director of engagement and 
communications for markets 
and food issues, notes that food waste is tied to climate 
change. All of the water, land, and resources that go into 
producing food are wasted when food is tossed, and all of 
the emissions embedded in our food as it travels from farm 
to plate are released for nothing. Most food waste currently 
�Z�L�Q�G�V���X�S���L�Q���O�D�Q�G�¿�O�O�V�����Z�K�H�U�H���L�W���S�U�R�G�X�F�H�V���P�H�W�K�D�Q�H�����D���J�U�H�H�Q-
house gas that contributes to climate change.  

The pandemic has had an enormous impact on schools, 
and as districts move between in-person and remote school-
�L�Q�J�����)�R�R�G���:�D�V�W�H���:�D�U�U�L�R�U�V�¶���S�U�L�P�D�U�\���I�R�F�X�V���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���¿�Q�G�L�Q�J��

ways to support them.
“The most important part … is get-

ting nutritious school meals into the 
hands of students through a variety 
of constantly evolving strategies—
from more packaged in-classroom 
meals to curbside pickup and bus-
based delivery routes,” Stone says. 
“Our work has shifted to support 
teachers and education groups on the 
ground. We’ve found teachers are 
eager to help kids explore how food 
and nature are connected, and how 
the need to address waste is more 
important than ever, even from the 
space of their kitchens at home.” 

Ryan Mooney-Bullock, the executive director of Green 
Umbrella, the regional sustainability alliance of Greater 
Cincinnati, says that the pandemic has increased a sense 
of urgency around addressing local food system security. 

“People are seeing how important it is to have a diverse 
�D�Q�G���À�H�[�L�E�O�H���I�R�R�G���V�X�S�S�O�\���F�K�D�L�Q���W�K�D�W���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�V���I�D�U�P�V���D�Q�G���S�U�R-
cessing operations of many scales,” Mooney-Bullock says. 
“In 2020, local farmers struggled to get their excess produce 
to the consumers who needed it most, while food banks 
struggled to meet increased demand for food. By working to 
solve disconnections in the food system, we can make sure 
our region is prepared for future disruptions, whether they 
�D�U�H�� �F�D�X�V�H�G�� �E�\�� �S�D�Q�G�H�P�L�F�V���� �Q�D�W�X�U�D�O�� �G�L�V�D�V�W�H�U�V���� �R�U�� �W�K�H�� �H���H�F�W�V��
of climate change.”

And while there are programs that are attempting to 
make better use of the food available and get it to the plates 
of people who need it, it’s an area where the city is still 
learning. For example, Mooney-Bullock says one of Green 
Umbrella’s current projects—Community Voices for Food 

Movement—is aimed at incor-
porating the perspectives of the 
population that experiences 
food insecurity in designing 
solutions to food access and 
nutrition education. 

“We are also looking at 
how we can create better 
access to local food, and just 
healthy food in general, in 
communities that are currently 
underserved by a full-service 
supermarket,” Mooney-Bull -
ock says. “That might look like 
increased farmers markets in 
those places, or some way to 

�H���H�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\���G�L�V�W�U�L�E�X�W�H���I�U�H�V�K���I�R�R�G���W�R���W�K�H���F�R�U�Q�H�U���V�W�R�U�H���R�U���R�W�K�H�U��
hubs where people could pick it up.”  

�*�/���5�)�*�4���5�0�(�&�5�)�&�3
From planting orchards to building better bus stops, it all 
adds up to Cincinnati striving to be a more sustainable, 
equitable city. 

“One of my worst fears,” Yess says, “and what Ground-
work ORV [addresses] so well, is that there’s a little Brown 
or Black child out there in some neighborhood who does 
not have access to parks, education, recreation—and they 
could have been the next great conservationist.” 

�&�X�U�U�H�Q�W�O�\�����*�U�R�X�Q�G�Z�R�U�N���2�5�9���K�D�V���������V�W�D�������G�R�]�H�Q�V���R�I���\�R�X�W�K��
employees all over the tristate area, and many partnerships. 
Yess says the pandemic hasn’t slowed their work, which for 
the most part takes place outside, in small groups. On the 
contrary, it has exploded. “We’ve grown rapidly because the 
need is so great,” he says. The hope is to build the organi-
zation to 200 youth employees, or, as he puts it, “a small 
army of green workers across the city.” 

Yess says that the word that best evokes what Ground-
work ORV does is restoration . “And I’m not talking about 
just land, right? It’s heart, mind, body, soul,” he says. “It’s 
the process of people and the land connecting. And if you 
have that connection, the climate change discussion is not 
an issue.” 
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