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— W A N G A R I  M A A T H A I

I am a multimedia environmental

journalist with innovative news

writing, video editing, and social

media marketing skills. I cover

breaking news and investigative

reports focused on environmental

health, science, and justice. I am

currently in Chicago, IL working as

a full-time graduate student at

Northwestern University's Medill

School of Journalism. 
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Using steel tongs and plastic

buckets, the volunteers

collected several pounds of

litter along the North Branch

Chicago River. Data about the

type and use of litter collected

will be shared with Loyola

University and the Shedd

Aquarium. 

(Grace Rodgers/

Medill Reports)

Friends of the Chicago River 
Host the First In-Person Riverfront
Clean-Up Since the Pandemic Began

“While it’s heartening to see parks

so well-loved during the pandemic,

Chicago residents must remember

the role they have to take care of

them,” said Annette Anderson, the

volunteer and events coordinator for

the organization. 

 

Anderson added that Chicago

residents play a huge role in

environmental health, and the

pandemic should heighten their

awareness of waste production,

particularly in their local parks,

forests and preserves.

As COVID-19 cases spread in the

United States, travel restrictions

have prompted Americans to explore 

the great outdoors. The number

Grace Rodgers

3 August 2020

Many Chicagoans have turned

to the river for wellness and relief

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

However, increased gatherings have

also resulted in more litter in

Chicago’s water system. 

 

Last weekend, Friends of the

Chicago River, a nonprofit

organization focused on protecting

the riverfront, hosted its first in-

person riverfront clean-up event

since the pandemic began. With 20

volunteers in attendance, the

event brought communities together

in an effort to spotlight the increase

of waste in Chicago’s water system.

of visitors to parks and outdoor

spaces has increased by 53% since

mid-February, according to the

Google COVID-19 Community

Mobility reports. 

The surge of visitors has

resulted in the increased volume of

litter in state parks, forests and

preserves. The accumulation of

waste threatens water supplies, and

for some drinking water, because

rainfall can carry garage into

waterways and soil can absorb it into

the ground.

Prior to the clean-up event,

Friends of the Chicago River took 

action to ensure volunteers

were protected and outlined health

https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/


and safety requirements. Volunteers

were asked to wear a mask, bring

their work gloves, sign a health

waiver before the event, and abide

by proper social distancing

measures. 

 

Carson Poole, a community

organizer for the North River

Commission, works with the Friends

of the Chicago River to improve the

water quality by analyzing the waste

data. Poole joined volunteers on the

riverfront to help manage the litter

collection and ensure the safety of

all participants. 

 

However, Poole is one of a few

district staff members monitoring the

Chicago river during the pandemic.

Over the past few months, the

Chicago park district has been short-

staffed, and routine maintenance of

the parks has been cut short.  “If

volunteers can come together and

target areas that need the most care,

then we can improve water quality

across the river,” Poole said.

North Park locals Devin

Morris and Kelly Collin said they

volunteered together because the

neighborhood must continue to

protect the environment, even during

the COVID-19 pandemic. “Now

more than ever, we need to do what

we can to give back and support the

community,” Morris said. 

 

In lieu of the nonprofit’s largest

annual event, the Friends of the

Chicago River encourages Chicago

residents to take part in the “Summer

Challenge” by cleaning up

neighborhood streets and logging the

litter online over the summer. 

 

“Chicago is the city it is because of

the river,” said Anderson. “As

Chicagoans, we all need to do our

part because together, we can make a

big difference.”

*Reported in an Northwestern University

Medill School of Journalism 

JOUR 400 Journalism Methods Courseu

The event kicked off with a socially distant health and safety talk from Annette

Anderson, the Volunteer and Events Coordinator for Friends of the Chicago

River. Anderson suggested volunteers walk to the furthest point of the river so

their waste buckets get heavier as they walk back. 

(Grace Rodgers/Medill Reports)

“Rivers are boarders and

usually seen as ways to

separate people. But really,

they are the connectors and

something that everyone has

in common. It’s a shared

natural resource.”

- Annette Anderson



Congressional
Subcommittee
Hears Devastating
Testimony For
Alaska’s Pebble
Mine Project After
A Decade In
Deadlock

By Grace Rodgers

23 October 2019

After more than a decade, the U.S.

House Transportation

Subcommittee on Water Resources

and Environment debated the

divisive Pebble Mine Partnership

that permits destructive gold and

copper mining in southwest Alaska.

While the hearing produced no

legislative action, seven

stakeholders delivered impassioned

testimony before the congressional

subcommittee Wednesday. 

“You’re not listening to the

science,” U.S. Rep. Don Young (R-

Alaska) said. “You’re saying a lot

of what ifs. Can and cannot. Should

we or shouldn’t we. And this

committee has a responsibility to

review those that are directly

involved. Not those that may be

affected about it. It’s about

science.”

Only five chairs in the public seating section remained empty during the Pebble Mine Partnership

hearing at the Rayburn House in Washington, D.C.

The draft Environmental Impact

Statement would demolish nearly

3,400 acres of wetlands, pollute 81

miles of stream and produce over

180,000 tons of mineralized rock.

Given the regional average rainfall

of 50 inches per year, runoff

containing the mineralized rock

would pollute Bristol Bay and

impact more than half of the North

Pacific’s sockeye salmon.

“It will be extremely difficult to

construct, operate and close a

commercially viable mine in this

setting that does not do permanent

harm to the Bristol Bay salmon

fishery,” Borden said. 

The owner of Midgard

Environmental Services, Richard

Borden, said the Environmental

Protection Agency’s report 

Photo courtesy of Grace Rodgers

https://www.epa.gov/bristolbay/bristol-bay-assessment-final-report-2014
https://www.epa.gov/bristolbay/bristol-bay-assessment-final-report-2014


commonly understates environmental

impacts and draws incorrect

conclusions about the mine. With two

decades of experience in

environmental services, Borden said

the Pebble Mine Project is in the

most sensitive, locally significant and

challenging environmental setting of

any mining plan he ever reviewed.

While the EPA withdrew its 2014

proposal that would have blocked

the Pebble Partnership, the agency is

still involved with the U.S. Army

Corps of Engineers’ reviewal of the

project and has the authority to veto

the Corps’ proposed resolution.  

“The EPA should be participating in

their robust review process for a mine

that was once described as the largest

open mine project in the world,” U.S.

Rep. Grace Napolitano (D-Calif.)

said. 

But Tom Collier, the chief executive

officer of the Pebble Partnership,

defended the EPA’s decision to

withdraw its proposal, adding that it

was “outrageous” to have drawn the

proposal in the first place.  

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’

EIS draft sparked heated arguments

between Democrat and Republican

representatives as much of the plan

remained unchanged since its initial

proposal. 

U.S. Rep. Debbie Mucarsel-Powell

(D-Fla.) called out Collier for rolling

his eyes while the Bristol Bay

residents spoke. Mucarsel-Powell

also verified the $12.5 million bonus

Collier would receive if the U.S.

Army Corps of Engineers issues the

permit.

“This is the epitome of carelessly

putting profits over health and safety,”

Mucarsel-Powell said. 

During the testimony, Bristol Bay

residents and sockeye-salmon

stockholders raised concerns about

detrimental pollution to the bay and

surrounding rivers essential for

salmon spawning. 

“If our lands and waters are

devastated, our people are devastated

and can no longer exist. We don’t

have a choice,” Alannah Hurley,

executive director of Bristol Bay

United Tribes, said. “We have to fight

this project for the survival of our

people.”

Hurley said the U.S. Army Corps of

Engineers ignored the indigenous

tribe’s countless invitations to visit

and failed to provide information

necessary to meaningfully evaluate

the impact of going forward with the

project. Hurley believes the

government will pave the way for

the Pebble Mine, regardless of the

consequences. 

While Hurley spoke, Collier tilted

back in his chair and looked toward

the ceiling. 

In the week before the subcommittee

hearing, an allegation of insider

trading was filed with the Securities

and Exchange Commission, 

The Commercial Fishermen for Bristol Bay map outlines the potential contamination routes of the Pebble

Mine Project in Alaska. (Map courtsey of Commercial Fishermen for Bristol Bay)

Map courtesy of Commercial Fishermen for Bristol Bay

http://fishermenforbristolbay.org/pebble-mine/
https://www.epa.gov/bristolbay/2014-proposed-determination-pursuant-section-404c-clean-water-act-pebble-deposit-area
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6509306-COMPLAINT-10-21-19.html


claiming investors were given

knowledge before the EPA publicly

announced it would reconsider the

2014 protections for Bristol Bay.

Collier raised his voice and pointed

his finger at the committee to deny the

allegations. “I want to adamantly state

that we had no such advance

knowledge at all of the decision. Nor

did we know what the decision was,”

Collier said.  

Environmental conservation

communities, including Save Bristol

Bay, Earth Justice and National

Geographic have voiced concern

regarding the development of the

Pebble Mine Project. 

The Natural Resources Defender

Fund representatives have called on

the Trump administration to

condemn the Pebble Mine project in

Alaska’s Bristol Bay.

The EPA must provide

documentation to the U.S. Army

Corps of Engineers by Thursday

with information about the extent of

the impact on “aquatic resources of

national importance.” However,

regardless of the EPA’s input, the

decision to develop the Pebble Mine

remains with the engineers.

*Reported in an American University

COMM 491 Advanced Reporting Course*

Tom Collier and Richard Borden sit shoulder-to-shoulder as they deliver testimony that denounces

the work of one another.

Photo courtesy of Grace Rodgers

LISTEN HERE
https://youtu.be/nnQ2YTlWuxc

http://fishermenforbristolbay.org/pebble-mine/
https://www.nrdc.org/stop-pebble-mine-save-bristol-bay
https://youtu.be/nnQ2YTlWuxc
https://youtu.be/nnQ2YTlWuxc
https://youtu.be/nnQ2YTlWuxc


FROM GRASS PLAINS

TO GRASSROOTS,

WASHINGTON 
CONSERVATIONIST

DEFENDS WILDLIFE

ACROSS THE NATION

By Grace Rodgers

15 October 2019

Environmental conservation is second nature to

Carmela French. For over a decade, French, 30, has

worked to protect the planet and its wildlife through

conservation efforts both in the field and in the

nation’s capital.  

“I can’t not breathe climate, so I have to bring it with

me,” French said. 

French grew up in Atlanta, where she had a taste of

activism while attending social justice, racial justice

and voting rights events with her mother.

S i n c e  j o i n i n g  D e f e n d e r s  o f  W i l d l i f e

i n  J a n u a r y  2 0 1 9 ,  C a r m e l a  F r e n c h

h a s  b r o u g h t  a n  a b u n d a n t  a m o u n t  o f

p l a n t  l i f e  i n t o  h e r  o f f i c e ,  i n c l u d i n g

s u c c u l e n t s ,  f e r n s ,  a n d  f l o w e r i n g

p l a n t s .

She was first introduced to environmentalism through

a Defenders of Wildlife direct mail campaign

advocating the return of endangered wolves to

Yellowstone National Park.

“I was struck by the concept that individuals can have

a stance and a voice in what happens on their public

lands, and what their public lands can support,”

French said.  

Hungry to help wildlife, she initially pursued an

education in pre-veterinary care and worked in a

Florida wildlife rehabilitation center. But despite the

hands-on experience, she realized being a vet would

not allow her to focus on the conservation of

endangered species. 

Instead, she forged a new path, co-founding DC

Green, a retrofit firm that works with property owners

to produce environmentally efficient

recommendations for development. Through her

organization, she said she learned the important role

of businesses in environmental conservation,

especially because climate change will have an

inevitable impact on industrial resources. 



As global temperatures and public tensions intensify, French receives a constant flow of

emails from people asking to be involved with Defenders of Wildlife’s work.

Still, French wanted to do more. “There came a point

in my life in 2017 where I said, ‘There need to be more

boots on the ground, and I have to be there doing it,’ ”

she said.

Inspired by the documentary “An Inconvenient Truth,”

French attended a leadership training session for the

Climate Reality Project, a nonprofit organization,

founded by former vice president Al Gore, that focuses

on climate change advocacy.

After several months of leadership experience, French

founded DC Climate Reality Leader Chapter and

continued as the DC Chapter Chair. 

“It helped me to see that we can take 15 different

routes to get to the same solution. So long as we are

talking about the same solution, we are talking about

the right solution. We’ll be able to move forward and

make the changes we need to see to continue to exist

on this planet,” French said.  

She found a new outlet for her leadership experience

when she spotted a job application with Defenders of

Wildlife, a nonprofit organization focused on North

American endangered wildlife conservation.  

“Defenders of Wildlife got me first, and they got me

now,” French said. 

In her past nine months with Defenders, her work has

been key to partnering with a reliable recycling

company and securing a renewable energy source that

powers the entire headquarters building. She also

worked to replace the entry flower beds with native,

pollinator-friendly plants and initiated a building-wide

replacement of every light fixture with energy-efficient

bulbs.  

While her work changes on a day-to-day basis, French

said it is her job to keep up. “There are opportunities

and information that is hard to find if you are not

already swimming through it,” she said. “So here I am,

already swimming through it and trying to help.”

Gwen Dobbs, the nonprofit’s director of media

relations, has been working closely with French,  over

the past several weeks as they searched for new hires

on the communications team.

“Carmela has been really amazing not only managing

the candidates but also helping to provide support —

and really a positive force in a process that can be

difficult,” Dobbs said.

Through her work at Defenders, French hopes to reach

people who are most affected by climate change. 

“We have the technology, and we can do it,” she said.

“But we hit institutional roadblocks — both in our

institution and large intuitions like the government. It’s

a matter of getting influence to the people who are

decision-makers that can do that.”

*Reported in an American University

 COMM 491 Reporting Course*

 VIDEO INTERVIEW  
https://youtu.be/055cqMYrQC4

Photo courtesy of Grace Rodgers

https://youtu.be/055cqMYrQC4
https://youtu.be/055cqMYrQC4


THE STRESS 

EPIDEMIC ACROSS

COLLEGE CAMPUSES

THE  INCREASING NUMBER OF STUDENTS

EXPERIENCING STRESS IS NORMALIZED ON COLLEGE

CAMPUSES AND HAS ESTABLISHED ITSELF AS A NEW

TYPE OF CULTURE – STRESS CULTURE.

 BY GRACE RODGERS

30 APRIL 2018

 VIDEO INTERVIEW
https://youtu.be/a8sRf94Ml8M

American University sophomore Julianne Delia, 20, rests her

hand on head as she often does during final exams to help keep

her head high.

https://youtu.be/a8sRf94Ml8M


“I’m a senior now with over 20 credits trying to

graduate next month. This is undoubtedly the most

stressful time of my life,” Branson Falker said.

Figure 1

Falker, a student at Howard University, echoes the

30.6% of students who reported stress as the No. 1

factor impacting their academic performance in the

2017 American College Health Association

Assessment. Over the last 12 months, 45% of

college students nationwide rated their overall

stress level “more than average” (Figure 1).

 

This increasing number of students experiencing

stress is normalized on college campuses and has

established itself as a new type of culture – stress

culture.

Figure 2

Dr. Deardre McGuire, a licensed clinical

social worker and former Georgetown

University counselor, began her practice in

2009 and specializes in young adult mental

health. About a quarter of McGuire’s current

clients are undergraduate and graduate

students. 

McGuire said the rising stress culture on

college campuses is a continuation of the

increased pressure put on students in high

school. “There is an increase in expectations

of students to have amazing extracurricular

activities to even get into college,” McGuire

said. “And then once students are at the

university level, I don’t think that it wanes. I

think it just continues.”

Delfina Barbiero, a senior undergraduate

student at American University, said the stress

of senior year is working on both semester

schoolwork and job applications. Barbiero

said she is anxious about the next transition

period when she will no longer be a student. 

“It’s not just about managing your stress, but

about managing your confidence as you’re

going into the workforce or graduate school,”

Barbiero said.

As a result, the number of students coming to or

seeking out counseling centers for mental health

concerns increased from 45.2% in 2011 to 50% in

2016, according to the 2016 Center for Collegiate

Mental Health annual report (Figure 2). The

study, which followed up on “top-most concerns,”

reported that  27.7% of clinicians said anxiety is a

primary concern among their  clients.

https://www.acha.org/documents/ncha/NCHA-II_FALL_2017_REFERENCE_GROUP_EXECUTIVE_SUMMARY.pdf
http://www.deardremcguire.com/
https://sites.psu.edu/ccmh/files/2017/01/2016-Annual-Report-FINAL_2016_01_09-1gc2hj6.pdf


"While working with first generation

college students, I often associate their

experiences with imposters syndrome -  the

feeling of being an outsider. I think

students sometimes need a reminder that

they absolutely deserve to be here."

-  C a m i l l e  C l a r k

Kierra Chinn, a graduate student at Georgetown

University, said she felt a change in stress levels

between undergraduate and graduate school. As an

undergrad, Chinn’s life revolved around college.

However, in graduate school, she has other factors

playing into her life, including work, school, family,

friends, health, bills and much more. 

“There is definitely not enough time to do everything, so

something has to get sacrificed,” Chinn said. 

The American University (AU) student-run newspaper,

The Eagle published an editorial, “Stress is not the

benchmark for student success,” in which the Eagle

Editorial board wrote about students’ demanding

schedules and how the campus culture contributes to

student stress. 

“There is a notion on campus that if a student is not

stressed, they must not be busy enough – which, of

course, causes that student to stress,” the editorial said.

“Students feel pressure to do everything, when in reality,

doing everything is just not feasible.”

AU prospective students are often taught this mindset by

Student Ambassadors, who mentor incoming students

across the university. Coordinator of Multicultural &

First Generation College Outreach Center for Diversity

and Inclusion (CDI) Camille Clark said prospective

students receive the message that they have to be overly

involved to become an “ AU WONK,” and know

everything forward and backward.

Over the past several years, Clark has seen an increase

in the number of students visiting CDI for stress

management. She said AU’s competitive environment

contributes to this, often rewarding overly involved

students. 

“As a university, we need to work to eliminate that

stress culture that students see as being a typical AU

student,” Clark said. “I think we don’t say enough that

students should take care of themselves.” 

Julianne Delia, an American University sophomore and

AU Ambassador, said the school should have more

activities to help students cope with stress. She said

students are stressed not just during midterms and finals

but throughout the entire semester. 

Back at Howard University, Falker works through his

final days as an undergraduate. “Learning to manage

stress is essential for every college student. Of course,

it’s also up to the students, staff and faculty to work

together as a campus and, hopefully, alleviate some of

the stress on everyone’s shoulders,” Falker said.

*Reported in an American University 

COMM 320 Reporting Course*

https://www.theeagleonline.com/article/2017/10/staff-ed-stress-is-not-success
https://www.american.edu/ocl/cdi/


Nielle Ramos

MULTIMEDIA SAMPLES

DEFENDERS OF WILDLIFE

For over six months, I worked for Defenders of Wildlife

and assisted the multimedia producer with the assembly

of video, photo and infographic content. I primarily

worked on the “Day in the Life” series, which took

audiences through the day-to-day activities of Defenders

of Wildlife staff. I edited the footage and designed

corresponding graphics using Adobe Photoshop, After

Effects, Premiere Pro and In Design. The videos were

published on YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, Linkedin

and Facebook to over 200,000 followers. These are

three examples of the videos I produced for the “Day in

the Life”series.

Defenders: A Day in the Life - Laurel Dace Restoration

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNkTRpW6E00&t=0s

Defenders: A Day in the Life - California Congressional Meetings

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwVsRh1n_h8&t=0s

Defenders: Day in the Life - Gopher Tortoise Excavation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aC1DIpzTtNc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNkTRpW6E00&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwVsRh1n_h8&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aC1DIpzTtNc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNkTRpW6E00&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwVsRh1n_h8&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aC1DIpzTtNc


R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  

"Grace has always been organized, responsible and

accountable in all things. She has has demonstrated

maturity beyond her years, self-discipline and an

outstanding work ethic. Additionally, Grace has

grown in her editing, diplomatic, team management

and pivoting skills -- which are all key to being a

great leader. Her extraordinary kindness and

joyfulness are hard to come by. 

She has demonstrated very well her ability to see

where a story needs to be cut, where a writer needs

to rewrite, and how the overall message of the story

may need to be reorganized. She has always been

detail oriented in terms of her personal and

professional organization, but it is quite an another

to be detailed oriented while still honing the

essence of a story."

"Grace seizes every opportunity to inject

creativity, enthusiasm and innovation into her

work. She is a self-motivated creator, an

organized producer, and an absolute joy to be

around. She has been essential to the success of

multimedia production this summer through her

open sharing of ideas and collaborative spirit.

We’re hoping to hire her on as a part-time

contractor through her senior year because she has

been so invaluable to me and the larger marketing

team."

BRITT FAULKNER

Multimedia Producer, 

Defenders of Wildlife

EMILIA FERRARA

Editor-In-Chief,

Capitally Magazine


