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“I love the work I do,” says Tom Uniack, who directs con-

servation campaigns for the Washington Wilderness Coalition 

in Seattle. “It’s a powerful thing to know that you protected 

something for your grandkids’ grandkids.” 

 Uniack is a “graduate” of the mentoring and training  

programs that The Wilderness Society created in 1999. 

“There were millions and millions of acres of wilderness cry-

ing out for protection, but way too few trained organizers to 

build the public support needed to protect that land,” ex-

plains Michael Carroll, associate director of the Wilderness 

Society’s Wilderness Support Center (WSC). “So we found 

some enthusiastic donors and started training a new genera-

tion of leaders to work in communities across the country.”

 Those efforts have paid off. Today, thanks in large part to 

these programs, nearly every western state has a homegrown 

organization focused on wilderness, as do a number of East 

Coast and midwestern states. In the past decade, those orga-

nizations have played an important role in permanently pro-

tecting more than eight million acres of American wilderness.

 Not that these victories are won overnight. As another grad-

uate, Carol Lena Miller of the Virginia Wilderness Committee, 

puts it: “Through long conversations and lots of patient effort we 

can help convince people about the benefits of wilderness, and 

clear up lots of misperceptions that are out there.” 

 Meet a few more heroes who are leading the charge:

AMBER KELLEY, 

SAN JUAN CITIZENS ALLIANCE 

Amber Kelley, 31, grew up on a farm outside of Cortez in 

southwestern Colorado. After earning a sociology degree in 

2007, she found herself pulled home to the desert and moun-

tains of her youth, and the San Juan Citizens Alliance hired her 

to help fight for protection of the lower Dolores River corridor. 

 Being a native makes Kelley more effective. Because her 

father still farms there, she knows many of the agricultural us-

ers who might normally be sitting distrustfully across the table 

from environmental advocates. “Having gone to the one-

room schoolhouse with their kids helps” allay some of that 

suspicion, she explains—though she has still had to gain their 

trust because of her new role. “Now we’re working together 

to ensure that the agricultural community can thrive and na-

tive fish can be sustained.”

 Kelley has trained at WSC, and one staff member, Jeff 

Widen, continues to serve as her mentor. That support has 

helped her deal with the unique challenges of campaigning for 

lands protection in such a small community, which can be iso-

lating. “Amber’s a quick learner,” says Widen. “I’ve been in her 

position a number of times, and I see her putting those lessons 

to work. She’s a strategic thinker who likes to find solutions.”
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An alumnus of our training program, the Sierra Club’s 
Ben Greuel is helping protect the Olympic Peninsula. ©
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SERGIO AVILA, SKY ISLAND ALLIANCE

Sergio Avila grew up in Zacatecas, Mexico, a 

stark landscape of mesquite, cacti and rattle-

snakes, and studied wildlife conservation in 

graduate school, specializing in large preda-

tors. Eventually, his work brought him to Tucson, 

where he now manages the Sky Island Alliance’s 

Northern Mexico Conservation Program.

 Before Avila joined the grassroots environ-

mental group, Sky Island Alliance operated almost exclusively 

on the Arizona and New Mexico side of the Mexican border. 

But the increasingly rare jaguars and ocelots Avila studies did 

not, and in 2006 he started a program in Mexico, collabo-

rating with researchers, ranchers, and government agencies 

to identify and protect wildlife corridors and habitat on both 

sides of the border. In March 2011, the Mexican government 

officially protected a 10,000-acre, biologically diverse private 

ranch where Avila has been monitoring wildlife since 2007.

 He considers his work to be a bridge between the con-

servation communities in the U.S. and Mexico. “Going to 

work in another country isn’t just translating your brochures,” 

he says, “but also knowing how to understand the people and 

their values.” 

 “Sergio has a natural gift for talking with people that is a 

fantastic advantage in our work,” says Mike Quigley, who rep-

resents The Wilderness Society in Arizona and worked with 

him on a Tumacacori Highlands campaign.

JEFF HUNTER,  

SOUTHERN APPALACHIAN FOREST COALITION 

It took 19 years of a day job, eight years of night school, 

and a six-month backpacking trip to do it, but eventually 

Jeff Hunter decided he needed to make his passion—land 

conservation—his job. Though he had volunteered for for-

est protection organizations, it was only when Hunter took 

a leave of absence from his job at Verizon Communications 

and hiked the Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine that 

he knew it was time to make a change. “I realized I wanted to 

align my values with my career,” he says.

 After completing an environmental studies degree in 

2002, he took a job in Chattanooga with the American Hiking 

Society and then, in 2008, with the Southern Appalachian 

Forest Coalition, where he is working to protect and expand 

a number of wilderness areas in Tennessee. As the organiza-

tion’s lone full-time staffer in the Volunteer State, Hunter has 

built a broad coalition of businesses, nonprofits, faith organi-

zations, and influential individuals to support wilderness pro-

tection. He wins converts with hikes. “If you can get someone 

out to fall in love with a place, to jump into a pool at the base 

of a local waterfall, to hike a snowy trail in the mountains in 

wintertime—that creates a connection,” he explains.

 “Jeff is a rock star,” raves the WSC’s Matt Keller, who has 

helped him develop strategy. “From his previous work Jeff 

brought tremendous people skills and lobbying experience, 

and that’s reflected in the progress made so far on the bill 

introduced by the state’s Republican senators. In most cases, 

our career changers have been great success stories.”

Amber Kelley (left) and Sergio Avila (in jacket) 
received training from our Wilderness Support Center.
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BEN GREUEL, SIERRA CLUB 

Ben Greuel grew up on a farm along the Wisconsin 

River. The TV reception was terrible, so he spent his 

time fishing, swimming, hunting, and hiking, and, in 

summertime, driving around the West and camping 

out of the back of his family’s blue Ford F250.  

 No surprise, then, that when he finished col-

lege, he immediately went into the business of preserv-

ing wild places. He is now based in the Pacific Northwest 

with the Sierra Club, working to protect wildlands and wa-

tersheds on the Olympic Peninsula. “I do everything from 

educating our members to reaching out to everyone from 

economic development councils to local fishing guides to 

recreation groups to local elected officials to local Tribes to 

timber companies, putting a lot of miles on the old truck”—

now, a slightly newer 1997 Ford Ranger—“and meeting a lot 

of interesting folks.”

 Greuel, 28, considers his interaction with other wilder-

ness advocates through WSC’s mentoring program to have 

been invaluable. “One of the things I learned is that when 

you’re doing outreach to local communities for wilderness 

campaigns, it doesn’t just flow one way,” he says. “You need 

to build quality long-term relationships with these folks where 

you take into account their needs and concerns.” Those les-

sons have paid off: the Wild Olympics campaign has built a 

diverse coalition that has begun to break down barriers to 

the dream of protecting the Olympic’s watersheds.  

GENA GOODMAN-CAMPBELL,  

OREGON NATURAL DESERT ASSOCIATION

Gena Goodman-Campbell envisioned a career resolving 

international conflicts and earned a college degree in that 

field. But when her first post-college job threw her into a 

local wilderness campaign, she discovered that such work 

wasn’t all that different from resolving international dis-

putes—it involved lots of listening and collaboration with 

many different players.

 In 2007 she joined the Oregon Natural Desert Association, 

heading up a campaign to designate the Oregon Badlands 

Wilderness near Bend. Thanks in part to the enlistment of 

more than 200 local busi-

ness supporters, the area 

was added to the National 

Wilderness Preservation 

System in 2009. Goodman-

Campbell received the 

thrilling news while on a 

WSC mentoring retreat, 

creating connections that 

have been essential to 

keeping her grounded and 

energized in her work.

The effort to train 
environmental lead-
ers is evolving, says 

Jeremy Garncarz, the 

WSC director. “We have 

created two new initia-

tives,” he explains. “The 

first is the Wild Forever 

Future Fellows program, 

which provides one-year fellowships to train young leaders 

in Wilderness Society field offices.”

 The other initiative involves training sessions in selected 

regions. For example, about 25 conservation staff members 

from Nevada, Oregon, and Idaho gathered to share ideas on 

how to protect the Great Basin. They were joined by Carroll 

and his colleague Melissa Giacchino. Next: the Colorado 

Plateau and the Northern Rockies. “The energy at these ses-

sions is just amazing,” says Carroll. “Despite the challenges 

facing environmental campaigns, you can’t help but come 

away from these things optimistic about the future.”

Jeff Hunter (left) and Gena 
Goodman-Campbell (below) 
are providing leadership 
in Tennessee and Oregon, 
respectively.

Hannah Nordhaus lives in Boulder, Colorado. 
She is author of �e Beekeeper’s Lament: How 
One Man and Half a Billion Honey Bees Help Feed 
America, which follows an eloquent and embat-
tled industrial beekeeper who is struggling might-
ily to keep his bees alive. To learn more about the 
book, visit www.hannahnordhaus.com.
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