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This zine is the creative result of a collaboration between Earth Island 

Institute’s New Leaders Initiative and 2015 Brower Youth Award winner, 

Kate Weiner.

Kate is a  food writer, environmental journalist, and the founder and 

creative director of Loam Magazine. Loam is an environmental arts 

organization that celebrates creatives working at the intersection of arts 

and activism to generate meaningful change. Passionate about building 

a better world through art? Reach out to us at connect@loammagazine.

com, follow us on instagram @loammagazine, or check out our online 

magazine at www.loammagazine.com. We are always looking for new 

contributors to help nourish our networks of embodied hope.
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The 2016 Brower Youth Awards for Environmental 
Leadership 

Presented by Earth Island Institute’s New Leaders Initiative
October 18, 2016

Herbst Theatre, San Francisco

Performances
5th Register

Vocalists: Lauren Blakely, Lena Cliett, Marilyn Cliett, 
Tatianna Cordoba, Oreoluwa Olotu

From the Oakland School of the Arts 
     

Welcome
Anisha Desai, Program Director, New Leaders Initiative
     

Presentation of 2016 Awards
  

Winners’ Films by Storyline Media
     

Music Provided by DJ Ome 

PROGRAMMING

ABOUT THE BROWER YOUTH AWARDS
     
Since 2000, out of a pool of over 3,000 applicants, we have recognized the most 
visionary and strategic activists between the ages of 13-22 with the Brower 
Youth Award. With the help of our distinguished selection committee, we select 
six bold young applicants each year for recognition. The honorees are awarded 
a $3,000 cash prize, a trip Bay Area for a week of speaking opportunities, net-
working, training and a unique trip to Point Reyes National Seashore, an area 
protected as a result of David Brower’s advocacy.
     
With your support, we promote the accomplishments of these young leaders 
and invest in their continued success by providing access to resources, mentors, 
and leadership development training year-round through Earth Island Institute’s 
New Leaders Initiative.

www.broweryouthawards.org 



Brower Youth Award 
Winners
This year’s crop of BYA winners are changing the world—beginning in their 
backyard. From Susette’s butterfly garden to Xerxes’ environmental education 
center to Heidi’s campaign for indigenous rights, our winners sourced the inspi-
ration for their remarkable projects from their native surroundings. 

As we work passionately and persistently toward a more sustainable future, it’s 
vital that each one of us make sure to tend to our own corner of the universe 
with as much love and care as we invest in fighting for reforestation in the Am-
azon. Our native habitats need to be nurtured. And as our winners embody with 
tremendous grace, this act of healing our homes is rooted in interdisciplinary 
activism. 

What’s the secret sauce to sustainable living? Diversity. We need plant biodiver-
sity to keep our oceans strong and our forests protected. We need seed biodi-
versity to foster resilient foodsheds. And we need diversity of thought, content, 
and form, to bring environmental philosophies into meaningful practice. 

Herewith, a few thoughts on bringing a better world into being from our won-
derful winners. 

presenting the 2016
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WILL AMOS 21
Irvine ,CA
Engineering possibil ity for impactful change

How can we use technology to heal our environment and not destroy it? As a student of 

environmental engineering, Will Amos is constantly exploring ways that he can use his 

love of science to ground his passion for environmental activism. Through his innovative 

3D printing project, Will is working to minimize waste in the realm of engineering. His 

project is proof that with perseverance, help from friends, and an open-mi nded approach 

to exploration, innovating a brighter future is well within reach.

What inspired you to reconsider how we think about 3D printing?

The whole process started when I joined the decathlon team as part of a country-wide 
meet to build a house powered by solar. When I was on that team, I was asked to come up 
with the “tool room of the future.” My colleagues Aldrin and Amihan, also environmental 
engineers, worked with me on introducing 3D printing into the household. 3D printing 
creates a lot of waste so we wanted to tackle the problem before it became a problem. The 
unique thing about 3D printing is that it only uses one type of plastic. It’s very easy to re-
cycle and reuse. We were looking around to see if anyone had done this yet and although 
there were a few Kickstarters, we couldn’t find anyone who had built and done it. 

After our decathlon, our advisor, Professor Jesse Jackson, suggested we take it on as a 
year-long project. We got funding from the school to build this 3D plastic recycling system. 
We spent a year getting grants and building the parts for it. We got it to function for a little 
while. There are still a bunch of problems. With the existing equipment out there, you still 
can’t get a full workload done  but now we’re ready to encounter the problems that we 
had.
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As an environmental engineer, what advice would you give to somebody who wants to 
pursue this path?

Perseverance! In environmental engineering, you have to have a moral perseverance. 
I was an environmental activist in high school and middle school. As an Eagle Scout, I 
learned about respecting the environment, so it was always a part of my personality. 
Environmental engineering is still a new field. No one is quite an expert in it! Aldrin and I 
persevered on the sustainable angle. There were plenty of times we could have done the 
easier route but we did what was best for the environment. 

Anyone who wants to be an environmental engineer, know that you get to make this 
field. If you love the environment and want to protect it, just do it. Focus on making it 
your own. We’re going to be the students that form this field in the next ten years. It’s 
about keeping the environmentalist alive in all of us.

How do you keep the environmentalist alive in yourself?

By asking How is this helping the environment? and Why am I doing this as an environ-
mental engineer? When Aldrin and I were talking about our next project, we wanted to 
come up with 3D printed water filters specific to a region. We want our projects to be 
cool and innovative but also have sustainability and environmentalism in it. So I keep the 
environmentalist alive in me by always self-checking. 

What projects are on the horizon for the next year?

Right now, we’re continuing to work on the cart and trying to solve the chemical prob-
lems. We’re going to add solar and wind power to the card. Aside from the cart, we’re 
working on creating a map around UCI about the windy spots on campus and where 
wind power can best be generated.

Anyone who wants to be an environmental 
engineer, know that you get to make this FIeld. If 
you love the environment and want to protect it, 

just do it.

We know that in order to foster a fossil-free future, we need politics on our side. 

Fortunately for us, folks like Erica Davis aren’t waiting for politics to get it right. Through 

writing, researching, and sponsoring a bill to reform oil and natural gas 

severance taxes, Erica is working with frontline activists in her native Tennessee to fight 

the myth of coal extraction as a necessary evil and to fortify impoverished 

communities. Read on for Erica’s thoughts on interconnectedness, co-creation, and the 

value of remedying issues at their root.

What advice would you give to someone looking to grow a project like yours?

My best advice is to make the most of every networking opportunity you get. Projects like 
mine depend on support from a wide array of individuals and stakeholders at different 
points in the process. It used to make me so nervous to talk to people who were more 
experienced, more knowledgeable, more established (which, at one point, was absolutely 
everybody!) but now that’s my favorite thing to do. Just know that like-minded individuals 
want to engage with you and want to help you—and you’ll benefit immensely by helping 
them in return however you can.

How do you hope to nourish your project in the next year?

I have a lengthy strategy for the next year, which is going to be an important time for 
nourishing my project and ideally seeing my legislation succeed. My primary goal is to 
widen grassroots support and engage with local leaders who can be champions for the 
legislation in their communities, while also making that grassroots support apparent to the 
legislators and therefore encouraging them to sign on as co-sponsors and/or truly advo-
cate for the reform of oil and natural gas severance taxes to strengthen the rural Tennessee 
communities that they represent. The next year is about rooting this project at the local 
level in order to amplify it at the state level.

ERICA DAVIS, 22
Knoxville ,  TN
Advocating for frontline communities in Tennessee 



You’re currently in law school. Why is intersectional environmentalism—merging law, 
science, arts, and education—important to advancing activist initiatives? How does your 
own work reflect that?

As a sociology undergraduate and now a law student, I cannot emphasize enough the 
importance of systems thinking and intersectionality. Too often, time and energy is 
wasted on actions that attempt to address issues as if they exist in a bubble—but that’s 
not how the world works. Everything is related, and like in any ecosystem, everything is 
connected. Furthermore, problems in Appalachia run as deep as the seams of natural 
resources and are incredibly complex and multifaceted. Putting a band-aid on a leak 
won’t keep the whole dam from bursting, so it’s necessary to identify and remedy all 
underlying ailments.

My own work reflects this by pulling together research and stakeholders from different 
areas, and by prompting conversations between people who are almost never in the 
same room.  Banishing the coal, oil, and gas companies won’t repair the damage 
extractive industries have done. My work takes the whole situation into perspective and 
tackles economic injustice, infrastructure needs, environmental concerns, and social 
sustainability at the same time.

What kind of characteristics do you look for in collaborators?

The best collaborators are passionate and have a refreshing perspective on things. They 
also recognize that self care is so vital to successful leadership and will support you in 
that way. I look for people who challenge the status quo and are personable and relatable.

Everything is related, and like in any 
ecosystem, everything is connected. 
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On campuses across the world, students are working together to build a fossil free 

future. Karina Gonzalez of SustainUs is leading the charge at the University of Arizona. 

Her divestment campaign, passionate commitment to environmental sustainability, and 

interest in intersectional activism has made her an effective advocate a healthier world.

What experiences inspired you to start fighting for a fossil free future?

Past framing around climate change has been as a technocratic environmental issue 
and has excluded other narratives. Climate change has not been seen as an issue 
of health, social rights, or intergenerational justice, but of international politics and 
protocols. 

Governments accept climate science and praise its importance, and then completely 
ignore its meaning; wastefully subsidizing an industry whose business is incompat-
ible with a livable future. Our policies are fixated on regulating and trading green-
house gases, but ignore the possibility of also targeting the fossil fuels that produce 
them.  

This is why I work on divestment. Fossil fuel divestment aims to reframe the climate 
narrative as a moral problem about fossil fuels; and it’s working. Of course, when 
discussing divestment, one must realize its limitations. Fossil fuel divestment is but 
one tactic and will not solve the climate crisis. But it has started to and will continue 
to change the narrative around fossil fuels. This is a crucial and necessary step to 
properly address the climate crisis. 

What advice would you give to students working on divestment campaigns? 

I would advise student leaders working on divestment campaigns to place a sig-
nificant importance on the leadership development of their team. To have a strong 
collective we must have strong individuals. Organizers need to create opportunities 

KARINA GONZALEZ, 22 
Flagstaff,  AZ
Leading inclusive divestment efforts in Arizona
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What characteristics are important to cultivate in someone doing this kind of 
activism? 

The strongest activists are proactive, strategic, and intuitive listeners.  Therefore my 
message today is a simple one – talk less and listen more.  We must recognize knowledge 
and wisdom are not gained by talking, but rather by listening.  There is far more to be 
gained by surrendering the floor than by dominating it. 
 
How do you hope to grow your activist work in the coming year? 

This coming year, I hope to improve my communication skills.  I want to more clearly 
be able to explain my ideas to others in ways that make sense and is easy to understand. 
Additionally, I’d like to better learn to understand and appreciate opposing points of view 
and make a stronger effort to see things from another’s perspective. 

for volunteers to take on more responsibility. It is difficult for a new volunteer to know 
what next step to take. Student organizers need to develop a leadership ladder, giving new 
recruits opportunities to continue to produce and to continue to grow.  The campaign 
will always need volunteers, but unless it has many leaders, the campaign won’t be as 
effective.

To have a strong collective we must have 
strong individuals.

HEI DI KRITZ, 21
Dill ingham, AK
Fueling a decade-long f ight to protect Bristol Bay

Heidi Kritz is in it for the long haul. For more than eight years, Heidi has been fighting to 

protect the Bristol Bay watershed from environmental degradation and conserve tribal 

ways of life. Heidi truly understands how interwoven our environment is to our cultures; 

her work is to ensure that generations to come will have access to the ecological habitats 

that have nourished their communities. You too, can join Heidi in fighting against the mine 

in Bristol Bay. As she notes, these environmental actions are not isolated. We share this 

world, and must work together to conserve it.  

What advice would you give to younger students who are looking to grow their 
environmental projects?
 
I’d tell them that even if a lot of people aren’t on your side, if it’s something that you 
feel really strongly about it, go for it. If you don’t meet whatever [goal] you’re trying 
to get to, you’re still progressing and figuring out what to do better in your next 
ambition and moving forward.
 
What struggles have you faced in your work and how do you address them?
 
One of the main struggles is my age…I’ve been working on this since I was 17! I have 
less experience than an Executive Director. But the way I learn is that I watch what I 
can improve on and ease up on myself.
 
How has your project evolved over the years? 
 
More people are interested in education and not only our resources and the native 
people’s way of life in the area. Our project is also reaching places like Florida and NY 
and Colorado and Oregon. More people are getting to know that habitation destruc-
tion and mines is not only happening just Alaska and that’s what we really want. We 
have people supporting us from New Zealand!



What do you envision the next year to look like? 
 
I’m the Education and Outreach Coordinator for the United Tribes for Bristol Bay. So 
I work really closely with partners that we have in the bigger city. We have a youth 
empowerment program that I’ve been working on. We travel to our tribal villages and 
we talk to the school about their tribal life, how tribes came to be, why they are really 
important for our future, not only for the resources, but also for the way we want to 
live. The traditional native way of life holds tremendous power. 

Tribal traditions are really important for our 
future, not only for the resources, but also 
for the way we want to live.
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Xerxes Libsch’s environmental conservation learning center at Muscoot Farm 

embodies the role of multidimensional approaches in activating change. By merging 

his understanding of environmental engineering with his passion for the outdoors, 

Xerxes guided volunteers in the creation of natural trails, birdhouses, and hands-on 

exhibits that inspired the farm’s 600 campers and 135,000+ visitors to learn about 

how to mitigate water pollution and nurture a healthier home for wildlife. That kind 

of project takes a whole lotta heart—and hard work! Listen in as Xerxes talks about 

the power of environmental engineering in activating change. 

What advice would you give to a younger generation interested in pursuing environ-
mental activism?

Divide and conquer! If you want to achieve a lofty goal, first break down all of the 
steps that you need to take and then [create a] plan, based on those small steps, that 
you can follow so that your goal is achievable. If you take baby steps, even if you 
don’t get to the goal right away, you’re on track.

Where are you right now in relation to your project [with Muscoot Farm]? 

Since I’m going to college, I won’t be involved [with Muscoot Farm] as much. What 
ties [what I did with where I am] is the educational component. Right now, I’m 
putting more into the learning center so that maybe, in the future, we can get our 
environmental curriculum into public schools in the area. The project was designed 
for the visitors to see it so that you can have a hands-on education that inspires 
future generations of visitors coming to the farm.  

XERXE S LIBSCH, 17
White Plains,  NY
Restoring and creating an educational wild space
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What do you love about engineering?  

I love engineering because it’s about working harder not smarter. Engineering is one of 
those fields where one person can change the world in terms of finding a new solution. 
When you hear about activists, you rarely hear about engineering activists. But that’s my 
goal. 

How do you want to bring your activism into being at college? 

One of the cool things they have at Princeton is the Andlinger Center for Energy and the 
Environment. It’s on the engineering quad, so they’ll sponsor any kind of project that you 
can dream up. It’s more geared toward civil engineers but anyone can submit a plan and 
they’ll coach you through it. They also have support groups for people who share the 
same passion for environmental conservation.

Engineering is one of those fIelds where one 
person can change the world in terms of 
FInding a new solution.

For Susette Onate, inspiration to take environmental action was right in her (school’s) 

backyard. Although there was a butterfly garden in Susette’s school for more than ten 

years, students rarely interacted with the plot of plants. After learning about the loss 

of pine rockland in her native Miami—a rare habitat that is home to many butterfly 

species—Susette turned to this garden as an opportunity to grow environmental 

consciousness both within her school and in the broader community. Her engaging 

gardening program and collaboration with local leaders has helped turn this little 

garden into a beacon of hope for Florida’s future. 

What were the resonances of your Brower Award project in your community?
 
Hialeah is a very industrial and regressed part of Miami. This is a town where it is frowned 
upon to have energy-efficient cars and the majority of students are not typically exposed 
to the idea of environmental sustainability and habitat conservation. 

When I began high school, no one even looked at the butterfly garden. I remember it 
having a few dying plants and everyone referring to it as a”the part of school with all the 
bees.” No one bothered to make it a successful butterfly garden. In my first event, which 
took place in January of my sophomore year, only about ten other students showed up 
to help but by May of my junior year, we hosted an event with close to 100 students. This 
has become the typical turnout for our Saturday events. Throughout the week, you can 
find students visiting the garden, observing the caterpillars busily munching at the milk-
weed leaves, and trying to find all eight butterfly species—Monarchs, Zebra Longwings, 
Julias, Giant Swallowtails, Cloudless Sulfurs, Polydamas Swallowtails, Pipevine swallow-
tails, Gulf Fritillaries, and White Peacock.

Why are butterflies an important part of a healthy ecosystem?
 
Just like bees, butterflies are extremely important pollinators in our ecosystems. They are 
a vital element in the food chain. Their absence would result in an unbalanced food chain 
and ecosystem– meaning if they are extinct, their predators may also be in danger of 
extinction and their food source will not have a limiting factor. They are typically used by 
ecologists to measure the impact of habitat loss and fragmentation, and climate change.

SUSET TE ONATE, 17
Hialeah,  FL
Fostering stewardship through a native butterfly garden



What kinds of plants go into cultivating a healthy butterfly garden? How, and why, should 
someone build their own?
 
We tend to use native plants as those are the ones that will attract native butterfly species. 
Native plants also create a balanced ecosystem as those that are nonnative face the possi-
bility of becoming invasive or attracting invasive creatures. A garden of native plants also 
maintains itself – meaning, it will not require much watering or trimming, making them 
much more convenient to have in comparison to a garden filled with nonnative plants.

The more native butterfly gardens are established in any area, the more sanctuaries are 
created for native butterflies enabling them to reproduce and restore balance to the 
ecosystem. Humans need to understand that they can coexist with nature. By establishing 
gardens such as this one, they are living more sustainably. 
 
 
In what ways are you moving your project forward? 

Over the summer, I met up with Howard Tonkin, founder of Urban Habitat of Miami– a 
landscaping company that looks to teach the public that we can coexist with nature. 
Mr. Tonkin contacted me last week after finding out about the Butterfly Garden and the 
events I have helped coordinate at Hialeah. We are currently working on creating an 
urban forest in Amelia Earhart Park– a park just five minutes away from Hialeah High– as 
a sort of expansion of the garden. I am currently putting letters together and contacting 
the city’s administration as well as Florida State Senator Rene Garcia and City of Hialeah 
Commissioner Esteban Bovo, and I’m working with IFAS– a program in my university’s 
agricultural college, to obtain permission to move forward with this project. I am also 
looking to apply for grants so that Hialeah High has the funds to buy the native plants for 
this urban forest and for the expansion of the butterfly garden. If funds are still limited 
after all these efforts to fundraise, I plan on sharing a portion of my scholarship money to 
allow for this project to move forward and hopefully, in the future, become an ecotourism 
destination.

Humans need to understand that they can 
coexist with nature. By establishing butterfLy 
gardens, they are living more sustainably.
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A BEGINNER
,
S 

GUIDE TO REWILDING

In natural ecosystems, rewilding is the conservation process of restoring keystone species into fragmented 

habitats to fortify core wilderness areas and heal natural systems. In social ecosystems, rewilding is a route 

to reconnecting with nature. As our winners illustrate, rewilding can be an opportunity to tune into the 

beautiful nature that we are a part of, whether by building an environmental education center (Xerxes) or 

finding ways to mitigate mountaintop removal so that people can thrive in their homes (Erica) or cultivating 

a butterfly garden (Susette). 

 

Most of us live our days indoors. We work in climate-controlled offices and use artificial light. The indoors can 

be a sanctuary, but it’s important to carve out space for relishing in the sanctuary that always surrounds us. 

 

Rewilding is an opportunity to explore the multiplicity of ways that we can relate to the loamy soil that 

nurtures us. It’s a challenge to the idea that we exist to be perpetually productive. There’s radical power in 

sleeping outside and rising with the sun. The beauty of rewilding is that you don’t have to be camping in the 

backcountry of Yosemite to commune with nature; you can find the wild right where you are.

A powerful first step to rewilding is making medicine from 
the many nourishing plants that grow all around us. To 
conserve the wild—and continue to foster respect for the 
wild—is contingent on learning to honor her fruits. It’s easy 
to forget that the wild isn’t just home to big predators and 
exotic trees; it’s the key to our health and the reason for our 
survival as a species!

Foraging for edible fruits and effective herbs will help you 
feel more at home in your landscape. If you’re new (like 
most of us are!) to sifting through shrubs, find a teacher 
who can help you navigate the outdoors. Our wild selves 
thrive on creativity and co-creation. Consider making your 
own medicine, then, a way to tap into that succulent spirit 
of collaboration. 

MAKE
MEDICINE 
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Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh writes about the gentle 
act of “touching the earth.” Touching the earth is a deep 
bow. The intention is to lie prostrate on the floor and breathe.

You can touch the earth in many ways over the course of 
a day. You can lie outside, the grass tickling your exposed 
arms, and try to feel everything—the earthworms burrow-
ing, the soil aerating—that transpires beneath you. You can 
not only admire a tree, but also walk up to that tree and run 
your hand across her bark. 

Maybe these gestures will make you feel silly (we’re rarely 
invited to cross the threshold 
between “wild” and “urban” in developed spaces). That’s 
okay! Play is a vital part of rewilding. What matters, really, is 
that you search for opportunities to touch the earth in ways 
that nourish you—whether that means harvesting vegeta-
bles from a community garden or making mud pies with 
your baby cousin. 

To live in the wild, you have to understand the plants and 
animals that you share a home with. Survival is dependent 
on whether you can identify which plants are edible and 
which are not, which tracks are from a bear and which are 
from a burrowing creature. 

Most of us likely won’t ever set up homebase in backcoun-
try. But when you learn the name of a tree, the forest is no 
longer a clump of green. You can start to discern the red 
sugar maple, the papery-barked beech, as familiar friends. 
Suddenly, this mass of “wilderness” has new meaning be-
cause now you know that this violet-fruited bush is elder-
berry and that the bird calls peppering the quiet are the 
chickadee’s song for coming home. 

Make it your mission this week to learn the name of one 
new plant or animal that lives where you live and learn that 
creature’s story. 

TOUCH
THE EARTH

LEARN THE
LANGUAGE

BYAALUMNI
Where can the Brower Youth Award take you? For the following five activists, 
winning the BYA was affirmation that their ideas for healing the world had 
legitimacy and promise and impact. For Kari Fulton, the Brower Award nurtured 
her thriving career in environmental justice. For Jessica Assaf, it was an 
invitation to pursue her passion for clean cosmetics wholeheartedly. For Varsha 
Vijay, it helped her ground her love for the Amazon in science. And for Erica 
Fernandez, it was proof that there is tremendous power in the people. 

As these awesome alumni illuminate, the Brower Youth Award is a beginning. 
After 17 years and 104 youth activist honored, more than 85% of Brower Youth 
Award alumni are still working for environmental and social change. The awards 
program continues to be an opportunity to tap into a rich network of activists 
who are working from a million and one different perspectives to build a better 
world.

in conversation with 
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Varsha Vijay won the Brower Award for her work with Waorani 
caulture and conservation in 2010. She is currently pursuing a 
PhD in conservation biology and is using her strong love for and 
understanding of science to drive positive change in reforestation 
projects. 

On Embracing Different Approaches To Change: 
Prior to my PhD, I did a lot of field work, so now what I do is a lot of field sensing. When I was working in the 
Amazon, a lot of the problems were—and still are—so large in scale that it’s hard to study them if you’re just in 
the field. So that’s when I started using remote sensing. Remote sensing is the observation of 
something from a distance. That means analyzing satellite images to look at land use and land cover changes. 
My work is looking at patterns.
 
The goal is to affect change. I always believed when I was working in the field that knowledge is power. In a lot 
of these topics [such as deforestation, fossil fuel extraction, etc.] the knowledge lags behind the 
impact. We’re always responding to these changes after they’ve happened. I really want to change that. My 
work is in partnership with the Union of Concerned Scientists to guide their efforts at regulatory activities in the 
Amazon.

On Staying Hopeful: 
For me, what keeps me hopeful is a lot of the science outreach activities that I do. I work a lot with school 
kids through the Museum of Science in Raleigh. That kind of interaction with people outside of academia is so 
important. There’s a lot of consumer power out there and once people are aware of the problem, they are more 
likely to exercise their power for good. 

As far as self-care and keeping sane, for me a lot of it is about family. My husband and I spend a lot of time cook-
ing and hiking. That connection to nature gives me a much more hopeful outlook for it.

On The Impact of Receiving The Brower Youth Award:
Receiving the Brower Award was validation that my ideas were important but that I needed more skills. The 
biggest thing about the Brower Award is that the encouragement that you garner moves you toward activism in 
your work.
 
I really consider myself a scientist in that all my work comes from being non-partisan and looking at the facts. 
The activism component to me is in choosing questions that are really important to making change. No matter 
where you go after Brower, there is an opportunity to incorporate greater thinking about your impact in this 
world. That encouragement that you receive really does affect the kind of career that you take.

Varsha Vi jay

Jessica Assaf has been an advocate for sustainable beauty and 
transparent cosmetic practices since she was thirteen. In the 
ensuing years, this business school grad and beauty entrepreneur 
has worked every angle to effect change in the industry, from 
grassroots organizing to blogging for Beauty Lies Truth. Her belief 
that “consumerism is activism” has helped shape her approach 
to providing education, awareness, and environmentally ethical 
beauty products. 

On Shifting Strategies: 
I started as an activist through grassroots initiatives 
trying to spread education and awareness about the ingredients in beauty products. It started in my own 
struggle and sadness that the ingredients in my favorite products were not healthy for me. 

I moved to New York to go to NYU and was exposed to really powerful activists and leaders impacting change 
on a variety of different issues. When I saw the potential of direct action in New York, that’s when I started to 
think beyond education and started to initiate direct action. I started to ask myself, “How can I educate people on 
their way to consumption?” Warning label campaigns were one way but then I reached a point where I realized 
I didn’t want to be the crazy girl on the street anymore. It’s not productive to just focus on the negative because 
companies won’t initiate change if they don’t have to. So then I realized I could effect change by focusing on 
alternatives and providing a solution to the problem.

Once I realized that, I thought about the potential of business to change the world. In my opinion, 
consumerism is activism. Until I provide tangible, affordable, accessible solutions, then there is nothing that we 
can really do. I was exposed to this whole new world, this whole new way of changemaking while at NYU. While 
business can be a problem, it’s also a solution.

On Nurturing A Passion Project: 
My business is my passion. Right now, I’m hand-filling all the samples. It doesn’t feel like a business. It feels like 
an extension of my identity and what I care about. I’m just so confident that these are the best 
ingredients so it’s truly an honor. I don’t feel like I’m compromising my wellness. If you pursue your passion, 
it’s just your life. There’s no separation. I work non-stop by choice. Realizing the impact you can make through 
committing to whatever you care about changes everything.

On Failure:
There is no such thing as failure. Every setback I’ve experienced has only been an opportunity to 
restrategize and pivot. For me, it’s changing the beauty industry. Every failure shouldn’t stop you. It’s a time to 
take a step back and figure out if this is the right way to go. I’m not sure if I’ll still go on with Raw her single-in-
gredient beauty line. But that doesn’t mean Raw fails. It just means I’m pivoting.

Don’t stop. Failure is an opportunity to do things better. There have been so many moments when I completely 
failed by the definition of failure but now it’s exciting. Once you change your definition, you’ll accomplish exactly 
what you want. 

JessicaAssaf



Kari Fulton is a powerful advocate for environmental justice. She 
grew her work campaigning for climate change awareness on 
campus into a career in community development and 
sustainable living. Kari has spoken across the world on 
environmental activism and is an inspiration for any organizer 
seeking to create tangible change in the world. 

On Post-Brower Projects: 
Post-Brower, I went on to be the Interim Director of the Environmental Justice and Climate Change Initiative. We 
successfully ended the initiative and merged it with other climate initiatives. Right around the same time, I had 
my son, so I took a bit of a break from organizing. 

Right now, I work with a local organization called Empower D.C. We work to lead an environmental justice 
campaign. It’s exciting to lead that process with a really well respected community organization. And it’s kind of 
coming full-circle for me because I went from working in my local campus to going national and international 
to now looking back at the local.

On Organizing For Environmental Justice: 
Locally, especially here in D.C., you have a lot of development happening and some of that development is 
happening on land that has historically been polluted. For instance, the community that I’m working with now is 
in an area that was basically in an industrial zone. We’re working to make sure that the community surrounding 
will be protected from the toxics in so far as getting air purifiers in circulation, supporting kids with asthma, and 
making sure that residents can stay after all that construction. A lot of the times, they’ll clean up the community 
and displace them.

Environmental justice is about protecting those who are disproportionately impacted by toxins and making sure 
that they have the right to live in the clean, green, sustainable D.C. that we’re working to build.

On Motherhood And Activism: 
My son is three! But he loves to come out to events so he’s always out with me. He doesn’t really understand 
what’s going on but he likes holding signs. From a young age, he understands what community is. When he 
comes out, it helps to grow his village of people who are seeing him grow. I know a lot of young people who 
were raised in the movement and are now working for non-profit organizations or are in school doing amazing 
things or are leaders in their own right. 

Kari Fulton 
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When I spoke to Erica Fernandez, she had just wrapped up a 
marathon (her second in a month) and helped a friend move across 
the country. She is a true powerhouse! Erica won the Brower for 
her work successfully fighting against the construction of a natural 
gas plant in her adopted hometown of Oxnard and continues to 
nurture her passion for environmental and social activism as an 
organizer for SEIU Local 2007.

On Overcoming Adversity And Redefining Who Is An Environmentalist: 
I had a lot of things against me when I embarked on my Brower project. I didn’t speak the language, I was an 
immigrant, a Latina, a woman. If we’re looking at the balance of power, I had so many things that I was going up 
against. In that sense, it actually helped me because I was the outlier. It really brought a different perspective. It 
was a long process, learning about the consequences of mining and what it meant for the community. But I was 
growing at the same time that I was sharing the information and that allowed me to know what I was doing and 
empower others.

The age wasn’t a big issue within my community. It was when we had to influence politicians and stakehold-
ers that it [actually] became a positive thing. For that campaign, it brought a difference face to our movement 
because I was able to tap into a population—middle school students, people of color, families—that hadn’t been 
tapped into. A lot of the people who were involved didn’t fit into who you think of when you think of 
stereotypical environmentalists. It was a much more diverse group of younger people with different interests. 

On Sharing Your Voice: 
Don’t be afraid of speaking up. If I had really thought about all of the disadvantages I had, if I had let all those 
stereotypes or the idea that that those things made me less influence me, I would have stayed quiet. And 
culturally that’s what is expected. You don’t talk back or question authority. 

Ask questions. Be curious. Don’t let anyone tell you to shut up. For me, that helped me go against the status quo 
because everyone told us we couldn’t fight the richest mining corporation. Our goal first was to delay but we 
not only delayed it, we stopped it completely. If we had listened to all of those negative comments, we would 
have given up.

On Intersectional Activism: 
I have an interest in the interconnectedness between the environment, education, and migration. I 
describe [my work] as environmental justice because I’m working with communities that tend to have lower 
levels of education and live in areas where the environment is deteriorating. Working to empower those 
communities helps me to plant the seed that they could empower themselves.

I’m a Director of an organization that promotes education in Mexico and the Bay Area, educating children and 
their families about the power of education and how education translates to political power. The majority of the 
time, we are speaking to immigrant families who might be afraid to speak up. Migration, education, and 
environmentalism are all interconnected and impacted. You cannot separate one from the other.

Erica Fernandez



HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN 
COMPOST
Each one of this year’s BYA winners embody intersectional activism. Their projects cut across class, cultural, 

ecological, and economic divides to lay the groundwork for a healthier environment. 

Learning to make your own compost is an easy and engaging way to explore intersectional activism on a 

microlevel. You get to see firsthand how different components interact to create a nourishing, life-changing 

process. And you get to grow the foundation for good eating!

WHAT IS COMPOST:
Compost is a nutrient-rich mixture that strengthens the soil and helps support plant life. 
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WHY COMPOST:
In the United States alone, each person trashes more  than 20 pounds of food a month. When we waste 
food, we are directly responsible for generating methane, a greenhouse gas that is rapidly accelerat-
ing climate change. We can fight against food waste in a couple different ways. We can buy smaller 
quantities of food more frequently, we can embrace ugly fruit and veggies (a funky looking tomato 
tastes just as sweet as its conventionally grown counterpart) and we can compost food scraps in our 
own home. 

HOW TO COMPOST:
STEP 1: ASSEMBLE YOUR TOOLS
Anyone can compost—whether you have a backyard farm or a container garden. 

For the sake of space, we’ll focus on making an anaerobic compost—a kind of compost that doesn’t 
require external inputs— that you can store in even the tiniest kitchen. Invest in an anaerobic compost-
ing system to keep on the counter or simply stuff your scraps into an old jar and put it in the freezer until 
you’re ready to bring all that mudluscious muck to your community garden. 

STEP 2: SELECT YOUR SCRAPS
Homegrown compost is a hardy ecosystem unto itself—but that doesn’t mean you can toss anything 
into the mix! Don’t compost meat, dairy products, chemically treated plants, glossy printed magazines, 
grease, or manure at home (knowing how to work manure into compost systems is advanced level). 

At its core, healthy compost is a balance between “brown” and “green” components (you’ll want about 
2/3 of your compost mix to be green). “Brown” components include cardboard egg cartons, dried 
leaves, coffee filters, and shredded newspaper. “Green” components include watermelon rinds, vegeta-
ble peels, grass clippings, and tea bags. 

STEP 3: GROW SOMETHING GREEN
Share your bounty! Use your compost to enrich a windowsill herb garden or find a local gardener 
in need of a little extra goodness. Many farmers’ markets, especially in cities, have compost drop-off 
centers where urban dwellers can bring their bins. Even if you don’t have a garden of your own just yet, 
you’ll see your composting efforts come to life in the harvest later in the year. 



Experience Matters: 

Connections
Over 

Consumerism
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How can we truly inhabit this world? How can we use our skills to activate hope? 
These are the kinds of questions that our winners have asked of themselves as they 

embark on the difficult journey of healing the environment. Erica’s advocacy in 
Tennessee is connected to Will’s work in environmental engineering by multiple 

threads. This is true everywhere we look in the environmental movement: our actions 
never exist in isolation. 

The key to noticing interconnectedness in our natural and social ecosystems is mak-
ing experiences matter. When we free our lives from clutter, we are able to open up 

the space for the sort of experiences—be it learning to build a solar cell or traversing 
a reforested mountain—that remind us why this world, and every living thing in her, 

matters. 

     Most of us have been raised in an environment where the accumulation of stuff is 
a sign that you’ve made it. It’s not that consumption is in and of itself evil; it’s that we 
are rarely invited to consider how experiences shape who are and enable us to build 
the world we want. When we buy from a place of scarcity, when we seek replace-
ments rather than repairing, we actively contribute to the capitalist systems responsi-
ble for climate change.  Activist Grace Lee Bogs argues that this sort of consumption 
is dehumanizing. We give over our identities to brands, lose our sense of self in a 
quixotic quest for more, more, more. We distract rather than dive in.

     So let’s dive into the nourishing act of being human. Let’s shift our focus away from 
consumption and toward connection. Healing our hearts—and healing our earth—
means digging into shared experiences, embracing an abundant mindset, and 
seeing our activism as connected to experiencing the world, wholly. Get your hands 
dirty! This is what each one of our winners have done through their grassroots activism 
and it’s powerful proof that change begins only when we encounter one another, and 
our earth, in the flesh. 



Follow our Experience Matters checklist, below, to help you deepen your environmen-
tal activist practice and make room in your life for more life giving experiences and 
less emotionally draining stuff. 

1. Write a list of experiences that you want in your life. Identifying what matters to you will 

help clarify what kind of places you are most passionate about preserving. 

Determine where your energy lies and use it. And remember as well to map out 

adventures that are available to you in your own backyard. So often, we think we have to 

go far way to find magic. There is magic right where you are. Grow where you are planted 

by carving out the time to watch the sun rise or the storm clouds roll in.

 

2. Take a tech detox, even if it’s only for a morning. Call a friend rather than text. Send a 

postcard to someone you love. Purposefully cultivate opportunities to connect in person 

by cutting back on screen time. There is so much that can only happen when we are to-

gether, breathing in the same air. 

 

3. Make plans with people to go places. So simple, right? But sometimes, we can’t leave 

it up to the last minute. Create a game plan for an experience and then go experience it. 

That camping trip you’ve been meaning to go on? The time is now. That farm you’ve been 

hoping to volunteer with? The time is now. It always is. 

END AMAZON CRUDE

JOIN THE 
MOVEMENT

DESTROYING THE RAINFOREST 
DEVASTATING THE CLIMATE
DEADLY FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

amazonwatch.org

David Zebker
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     We know that how things are in our political, economic, and social ecosystems is 

fundamentally unsustainable. It’s easy to fear major shifts—we’re only human! But what if 

we nourished the capacity for positive change from place of joy and juiciness? What if we 

integrated the delicious act of disruption—in small ways and sometimes in big ways—into 

our everyday life? Susette’s project, for example, is dynamic proof that one little change 

(nurturing a butterfly garden) can have huge resonances (growing ecological diversity in 

her native Miami). Or take Will’s innovative approach to 3D printing. By working to mitigate 

waste before it happens, Will is disrupting the notion that technology and nature can’t 

coexist. 

     Disrupting the status quo is a muscle that you work. In that spirit, we’re sharing a cou-

ple ideas for how you can bring the practice of disruption into being. You are capable of 

growing good in this world!

WANT TO DISRUPT INDUSTRIALIZED AGRICULTURE?

1. Eat more plants. This doesn’t have to mean cutting out meat, dairy, and eggs entirely. 

Every body is built differently! The meat and dairy industry, however, are accelerating 

climate change far faster than cars. Minimize your carbon footprint and help heal the 

planet by treating meat and dairy as a luxury and plant-powered meals as an integral part 

of each day. 

2. Grow a garden. You don’t need a backyard. You don’t need a green thumb. You only 

need a willingness to learn and a love of food. All are welcome at the threshold of farming! 

Start with a little herb container garden that you can cultivate year-round and see where 

you grow. 

3. Shop the farmers’ market. The more that we support decentralized systems of agricul-

ture, the more we nurture soil-driven farming practices that heal and not harm our earth. 

Keep in mind as well that farmers’ market prices—in contrast to what you see at the su-

permarket—reflect the cost of labor. Dirt cheap food comes at a huge cost to both humans 

and to the environment. Vote with your dollar by factoring fair wages and sustainable 

practices into how and why you consume.



WANT TO DISRUPT THE FOSSIL FUEL INDUSTRY?

1 Join your local 350 chapter. By bringing more voices into the mix, we can multiply our 

ability to eradicate fossil fuels full-stop. The energy crisis is an opportunity for us to build 

the future we want—beginning by investing in renewable energy sources and cultivating 

resilient communities. 

2.Rethink your next vacation. Make long-distance travel a special treat by choosing 

instead to explore your corner of the universe. Airplane travel is incredibly carbon 

consumptive. And when there is so much to yearn for and learn from right where we are, 

why not sink into the soil where you’re planted? 

3.Divest. Change often happens slowly, slowly, slowly—and then, FAST. As colleges 

throughout the country wean off fossil fuels and people move their money into credit 

unions, we’re seeing a major shift in what values matter most to investors. 

WANT TO DISRUPT THE CAPITALIST SYSTEM?

1. Work With What You Have. Challenge yourself to not buy anything new, save for food 

and basics, for six months. If you’re addicted to the thrill of fresh, go cold turkey on con-

spicuous consumption for four weeks (sometimes, the best way to incite change is to start 

small). I’ve found that the less I buy, the less I want to buy. By shopping second hand and 

working with what you have, you can put value back into your belongings. 

2 .Cultivate Experiences. Because things don’t matter at the end of the day. 

3. Share. Share food, share resources, share ideas. True community is built on generosity of 

spirit.



Self-Care & 
Environmental 
Activism
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Each one of our six winners is working within multiple realms—arts, science, cultural 
conservation—to effect meaningful change. From Will and Xerxes’ work in environmen-
tal engineering to Susette and Heidi’s cultivation of local communities to Karina and 
Erica’s commitment to fighting fossil fuels, this year’s crop bring courage, persever-
ance, and resilience into practice every day.

But environmental activism can be draining. We live against a backdrop of doom-and-gloom 

reports from the media. We fight hard for what we believe in and do not always find the justice we 

are searching for. We worry that we’ve reached the point of no return, that all of our efforts are for 

naught.

Activists truly come in all shapes and sizes. Singers can be activists. So can scientists. As stewards 

of sustainability, each one of us is capable of being an activist. When we rally against fracking, we 

can consider ourselves activists. When we plant a little herb garden on our kitchen counter, we 

can consider ourselves activists. 

But no matter what we do, or how, or why, it’s essential that we make time for self-care. Self-care is 

a crucial part of every activist’s toolkit. And it’s one “tool” that we so often neglect in the throes of 

eco-anxiety.

What does it take to integrate self-care into our daily lives? The first step is to recognize that self-

care is by no means selfish. Taking the time to truly nourish our sweet, striving hearts fortifies us to 

better care for the people and the planet. We cannot fundamentally fight for the world we want if 

we do not also live in the way that we want. The environmental movement is fixated on the future. 

Self-care is a way to bring our attention back to the present. To how strong we feel when we take a 

hike. To how much more at home we are in this world when walk through the warm summer night 

and listen to the crickets chirping. 

Self-care is also crucial because it helps us seek succulence in our work. It’s easy to frame 

activism as a relentless fight. But what if we saw self-care—taking the time to nap in the sun, to 

paint pottery with friends, to cook supper with family—as joyful and juicy? What if we used 

self-care as an opportunity to focus on the kinds of experiences that are climate change-proof? 

Ecologist and nature-based life coach Lynn Trotta always asks herself “What would love do?” when 

she is faced with fear about the future. Those simple words hold the whole world.

What would love do?
Love would take care of herself and those she treasures. 
Love would enjoy the perfection of this sunset.
Love would not worry about what she might lose but instead will celebrate 
everything she already has.
What would love do?

The next time you are feeling drained from the fight, fearful of the future, sit (on a rock, in a field, 

in the embrace of a hammock) with this question. It will guide you toward the kind of self-care 

practice that will reinvigorate you best during those rocky moments when our reptilian brains rear 

to life. It will remind you that love will always be in infinite supply.
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