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BIONEERS: 25 YEARS OF VISIONARY LEADERSHIP

Youth Leadership Program

A

t the 1998 Bioneers conference, a spontaneous round of applause rang through the hall as mobile phone  

connection was made (when mobiles weighed half a pound). Julia Butterfly Hill was protesting the clear-cutting 

of old-growth forests from her 180-foot perch in a 1000-year old redwood tree. She electrified the audience as 

she described life in the canopy and reflected on her activism as a 25-year-old youth. 

The next year after Julia descended from Luna and keynoted in person, she saw the need to expand the presence of 

youth and organized an impromptu session on the lawn with about 30 young people. She sowed the seeds of the 

Bioneers Youth Leadership Program and helped get it off the ground. Thank you, Julia.

We launched the program in 2001 because the values and skills young people gain in their formative years shape the 

rest of their lives and society’s future. Young people are often prime movers of social change and leaders in innova-

tion. Youth movements do change the world. 

In the early days, we had to actively seek young people and convince them to come. Today we cannot keep up with 

the demand. Entire school classes participate in the conference along with many educators working across diverse 

institutions. Bioneers media are being used in growing numbers of schools.

We prioritize the participation of young people from low-income backgrounds, communities of color and Indigenous 

heritage. Most young people don’t have money, which necessitates scholarship support. (Hint, hint…)

Bioneers Youth Speaks 
“At Bioneers, I learned…”  
…  Mushrooms will save the world, it is possible to make a huge company entirely sustainable,  

and there are people out there who not only care, but also are doing something about it.

…  How interconnected all the issues at Bioneers are.

…  With Google Earth, you can annotate and tell a story of how houses and communities are 

destroyed. They actually taught Natives from the Amazon how to use it to stop the loggers  

and people destroying their land. Biomimicry is about entering a new covenant of nature. 

…  Women can be as powerful as anyone else in this world.  

…  The U.S. Government needs to reform their relationship with businesses and corporations. 

Youth have the power to make a difference. Indigenous people ROCK! And there are many  

people who care about us and are not selfish.

“I TOLD THEM THAT I WAS TWELVE. I TOLD THEM THAT I WAS SCARED ABOUT MY FUTURE, AND I 

told them that before their duties as politicians or professionals, their first duties were as parents, 

and that they have to remember their own children when they’re making those decisions.” 

– SEVERN CULLIS-SUZUKI, THEN YOUTH LEADER RE 1992 UN EARTH SUMMIT

i	Photos from top: Girls Gone Green, Lower East Side, NYC;  
Julia Butterfly Hill organizes youth; Severn Cullis-Suzuki with 
Julia Butterfly Hill and other youth panelists at Bioneers. 
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Youth Leadership builds alliances across race, ethnicity, age, gender, class and culture. It represents the most diverse 

constituency within Bioneers. The program continues to expand the consciousness of the Bioneers community on 

issues of privilege and oppression.

Much of the program focuses on conference participation and a host of youth-oriented projects and activities, such 

as Just Us For Food Justice and talking circles. Arts and media projects support youth to express their vision, passions 

and aspirations in venues such as the Poetry Slam, Singing Tree Mural and Trashion Show. Youth are prominent in the 

conference program, including daily Youth mini-keynotes and performances on the main stage as well as in panels 

and workshops.

By its very nature, Bioneers is a community of mentors, and in 2012, we piloted the Community of Mentors project to 

connect youth with Bioneers leaders across diverse disciplines, issues and backgrounds. Special youth programming 

and mentoring have included Chief Oren Lyons, Van Jones, Michael Pollan, Nikki Henderson and Charlotte Brody 

among many others. In truth, it’s a mutual mentoring process, and the Bioneers “mentors” get as much or more from 

the interaction as youth do. 

As former Youth Leadership program director Kristin Rothballer recently said, “Youth are now defined by ecological cri-

ses in a way that past generations have not been.” The challenges are formidable. We are grateful to nurture, mentor 

and support the education and leadership of our youth as they carry forward the long struggle for peace, justice and 

a green civilization. Thank you, Bioneers youth.

Zenobia Barlow, 
Executive Director, Center for Ecoliteracy
“The invitation early on to create an Ecoliteracy strand at the confer-

ence provided CEL with a platform for reporting regularly on work 

fostering ecological literacy and a place to exchange ideas with vi-

sionary educators from around the world. We had the good fortune 

to edit the third volume in the Bioneers book series, Ecological Lit-

eracy: Educating Our Children for a Sustainable World, to collaborate 

on an award-winning program in the Bioneers radio series, and to 

present our work on the Bioneers website. Because of Bioneers, our 

message has reached a greatly expanded circle. Through Bioneers, 

we have met many people who have become treasured partners in our work. You have enriched our 

lives and furthered our mission, and we are proud to count ourselves as members of the Bioneers 

community.” 

“MY EXPERIENCES AS A YOUNG WOMAN OF COLOR HAVE POSITIONED ME TO WORK BEST TO FIGHT 

at the intersection of class, gender, race, ethnicity and food access that keeps everybody oppressed. 

As soon as we can liberate that intersection - that point that holds the entire web of oppression to-

gether - what will we have?” 

– MAYA SALSEDO, ROOTED IN COMMUNITY

i	Photos, clockwise from top: Art as a form of activism; Brow-
er Youth Award winners Rhiannon Tomtishen and Madison 
Vorva; Ceres hosts Just Us for Food Justice; Zenobia Barlow. 
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2001 
s New Youth program hosts 200 youth including 

20 scholarships, with help from Julia Butterfly 

Hill and new program director Kristin Rothballer. 

We create an informal space where youth meet, 

network and inspire each other about activism.

s Allies including young Canadian Cree activist 

Clayton Thomas Muller (soon a Board member) 

shape the vision of bringing highly diverse youth 

to conference. 

2002 
s Dedicated Youth Tent with interactive program-

ming designed for and by youth.

2003 
s Destiny Arts Center youth perform for the first 

time and become an ongoing partner and con-

ference highlight.

2004 
s Ongoing partnership with Earth Island Institute, 

founded by legendary environmentalist David 

Brower, hosts Brower Youth Award Winners - 

extraordinary young environmental leaders - to 

share successes and inspire other youth.

2005 
s Just Us for Food Justice begins: Youth food 

justice activists from Boston, Bay Area and Costa 

Rica join in one day pre-conference intensive. 

Teen Environmental Media Network from Marin 

produces Bioneers radio segments that air on 

NPR.

2006 
s Chef Bryant Terry does healthy food demo in 

youth tent.

2007 
s Youth host the International Council of the 13 

Indigenous Grandmothers.

2012 
s Pilot Community of Mentors project promotes 

intergenerational exchange for movement build-

ing by cross-pollinating wisdom, vision, experi-

ence and accomplishments across ages. Youth 

meet in small groups with Bioneers presenters 

who provide guidance, and vice versa. 

2013 
s We initiate daily Youth mini-keynotes. Youth of 

Color Caucus forms as safe space to discuss is-

sues such as race and class, race and oppression, 

and environmental justice.

s Community of Mentors expands, forming 

mentoring teams facilitated by Weaving Earth, 

nature-based mentoring group. 

2014 
s A record number of 350 youth scholarships is 

awarded, including over 65 Native American 

youth.  A formidable 89 youth participate in the 

Youth of Color Caucus, facilitated by author Lui-

sah Teish, a spiritual leader in the Yoruba Lucumi 

tradition of West Africa. 

YOUTH LEADERSHIP MILESTONES

“THE WORD ON THE STREET WAS THAT THERE WAS NO WAY WE COULD STOP THIS MULTI-BILLION 

liquefied natural gas corporation to come to our city. If 3,000 community members from Oxnard 

were able to stop this multi-billion liquid natural gas company, how many more companies can we 

stop? Through those experiences, I found my voice. I found that there’s always something that you 

can do. But the most important lesson is that a united community is more important than money. Si, 

se puede!” 

– ERICA FERNANDEZ, BROWER YOUTH AWARD WINNER

i	Photos from top: Maya Salsedo, Lyla June Johnston and Ge-
rardo Marin facilitate Just Us for Food Justice; Destiny Arts 
performance; filmmaker Jeremy Kagen interviews youth. 
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Jess Rimington
Founder & former Executive Director, One World Youth Project

I first came to Bioneers at 17 years-old on a schol-

arship in 2004. I can remember sitting in the youth 

tent outside on the lawn and feeling alive with the 

*magic* of the gathering. It was an awakening. I 

met other young people who cared as passionate-

ly as I did about changing the world, other young 

people who believed another world was indeed 

possible.  I received encouragement to apply for 

the Brower Youth Awards, and the next year won 

for having started the first version of One World 

Youth, of which I would become Executive Direc-

tor.  If it were not for a pivotal conversation at the 

fall 2004 conference, I’m not sure I would have had 

the gumption to apply. Thank you, Bioneers.

By 2006 I was a sophomore in college, came on a 

scholarship and learned about climate change. I 

was fired up to do something about it! I also learned 

about mycelium and the secret lives of mushrooms 

as well as being introduced to the concept of bio-

mimicry. Can you imagine how mind-blowing this 

all was for me?! I wasn’t getting cutting-edge, 

important and centering information like this at 

my university. I concluded Bioneers was like ‘life 

school’ for all ages. Thank you, Bioneers.

In 2010, I had been running the non-profit One 

World Youth Project for 6 years and was asked by 

Bioneers to present a plenary. I was incredibly ner-

vous and extremely honored. A little voice inside 

me said, ‘You’re up for this challenge; you can do it.’ 

This voice was made possible because I had had the 

opportunity to practice and develop my confidence 

and ideas through previous Bioneers gatherings 

as well as via Nina’s Cultivating Women’s Leader-

ship training.  Seeing people connect to One World 

Youth’s work and our vision was electrifying! I left 

Bioneers believing: WE CAN REALLY DO THIS! Thank 

you, Bioneers. 

In 2011, I came to Bioneers and connected with a 

donor who gave our non-profit one of its largest 

gifts to date, helping to really secure our work. The 

*magic* was multiplying and growing. Thank you, 

Bioneers.

One World Youth Project is celebrating its 10-year 

anniversary this year and continuing to thrive! It 

is entirely accurate to say that Bioneers informed, 

strengthened, and helped make possible the jour-

ney of our work. I recently transitioned out of my 

role as Executive Director. I am now a 28-year-old 

confident woman and change-maker. I came to you, 

Bioneers, as a passionate, young, striving, open 

17-year-old. You opened me up to all the magic the 

world needs and has to offer. I grew up with you. 

You were my teacher. Thank you, Bioneers!

“I REMEMBER WHEN I WAS YOUNG I WAS GOING INTO A GROCERY STORE AND I WAS PAYING FOR 

pickles with food stamps. This woman looked at me as though I was crazy, and she started talking [to] 

the woman next to her about me and how that’s what poor people did is they used those food stamps to 

buy snacks. What she didn’t understand is I hadn’t had a sandwich with meat in it before. We had pickle-

and-cheese sandwiches for lunch because you got free cheese and you got pickles. But when I walked out 

of that grocery store feeling that I wasn’t okay, that I was less than, I knew I had done something bad. 

When you carry with you the very physical feeling of poverty, when you know you have shame and fear, 

you know something’s wrong with you, and you sometimes aren’t able to talk about what’s going on. If 

we aspire to be a movement for real change, we have to acknowledge the shame we carry. We have to 

see it in other people, so when we relate to them in change, we don’t diminish who they are. Any move-

ment that doesn’t acknowledge the dignity of any human being is not okay.” 

– PHAEDRA ELLIS-LAMKINS, FORMER CEO, GREEN FOR ALL

i	Photos from top: Jess Rimington; Phaedra Ellis-Lamkins. 
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TESTIMONIALS
 “For the past 16 years, I have incorporated into my curricula the heartfelt strength of ideas that are in-

spired, nourished, and presented by Bioneers. It is alchemic, sparkling, and challenging to law students 

clamoring for studies that are alive and transformative.” – Robert Hershey, University of Arizona, Profes-

sor of Indigenous Peoples Law & Policy, and Globalization & the Transformation of Cultures

 “We’ve sent all of our first-year students to Bioneers every year since 2001 because we want them to get 

the sense of the larger community of which they are a part, with the social and environmental move-

ments and activists, educators, and the variety of movements at Bioneers. Our students are going to be 

leading initiatives and they have to be able to develop networks and communities of support if they’re 

going to be successful in the classroom.” – John Stayton, Co-Founder, Green MBA at Dominican Univer-

sity of California

 “The knowledge I gained, the people I met, the connections I made have made my life richer, my work more 

productive, and my future as a youth of this planet brighter.” – Kai Neander, Sequoia Park Zoo Roots & 

Shoots youth leader, Jane Goodall Institute

 “The way to get teenagers to think deeply on issues is to spark their passion. Last weekend, we had a 

script-writing session and we showed the DVDs of Bill McKibben and Diane Wilson’s plenaries. The youth 

decided they wanted to use what they learned about global warming as the theme of their spring perfor-

mance piece. The kids are super-passionate about having this material reach young audiences. They want 

other kids to know, too.” – Sarah Crowell, Artistic Director, Destiny Arts

Trathen Heckman, 
Founder Daily Acts, Transition U.S. Board
“Bioneers is a force of nature that nurtures engaged citizens, lead-

ers, networks and movements. This conference and community have 

been one of my greatest sources of inspiration, learning and connec-

tion. Year after year it has shaped and influenced the work of Daily 

Acts to grow, and support our local community. It has greatly con-

tributed to my work serving on the Board of Directors for Transition 

U.S., as well as my efforts in other organizations, alliances and our 

community at large. Even when not at Bioneers I would listen to the 

tapes in the car, watch the videos; kick off team retreats with a little 

Bioneers inspiration in the early days of Daily Acts. It was like gathering around the fire for warmth, 

light and connection to this wide network, a movement of bright lights. Feeling this connection to 

a larger something gave us hope, strength and inspiration: hope in how David Orr spoke it from the 

stage, ‘as a verb with its sleeves rolled up.’ Honest about our reality but renewing our inspiration and 

reconnecting us to what makes everything possible, our power and joy, community and nature.”

i	Photos clockwise from top: Trathen Heckman; Michael 
Pollan with young leaders at Omnivore’s Dilemma for Youth 
workshop; Destiny Arts performance; Yoni Landau (right), 
founder of CoFED, at World Café.
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 “Thank you for providing a forum for youth of color. It can be very intimidating for youth of color to attend 

events like this, and the fact that you created a space to discuss this and even had speakers talk about 

the tension between environmental justice and racial and class inequalities made the conference more 

accessible to the youth.” – Brian Katz, Educator at Desert Mirage High School, Coachella Valley, CA. 

 “This is my fourth year at Bioneers and it has changed my life. Bioneers has played a considerable part in 

making me who I am. The speakers I have seen every year have affected me in fundamental ways, not 

only with their information and stories, but with their optimism, intellectual problem solving, and hope 

for my generation. Seeing them has caused me to face many fears and stick up for what I believe in. The 

Community of Mentors and the amazingly inspirational people at Bioneers have shown me what it means 

to be compassionate, and how one can both be their best and do the best for the world around them.” 

– Taysa Mohler, Truckee High, Envirolution Trashion Show

 “Bioneers has elevated our youth awards program, providing new visions and ideas to our winners, new 

networks and contacts for future work, mentors from the older generation, and financial support to the 

program and individual winners.” – Brower Youth Awards, Earth Island Institute 

“WE NEED A NEW KIND OF EDUCATION WHICH 

honors the foundations of Indigenous teaching.” 

– GREGORY CAJETE, NATIVE EDUCATOR

i	Photos clockwise from top right: Singing Tree youth mural 
project led by Laurie Marshall; Chief Oren Lyons meets with 
youth at Bioneers; Truckee High School’s Trashion Show 
crew with Climbing Poetree; Youth Poetry Slam. 

“ALFRED NORTH WHITEHEAD, IN WHAT IS A CLASSIC OF EDUCATIONAL LITERATURE, DESCRIBED 

the goal of education as to help young people fall in love with the world. In our case it’s fall in love 

with the natural world. That’s not something that happens from as he called it ‘third-handed book 

learning.’ It happens in direct contact with the world.” 

– DAVID W. ORR, PAUL SEARS DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR OF ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES AND POLITICS 

AND SENIOR ADVISER TO THE PRESIDENT, OBERLIN COLLEGE, AUTHOR, BIONEERS BOARD
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  “I got a small grant to purchase the entire Bioneers DVD collection as a resource available to faculty across 

our campus. Most instructors teaching in the Sustainability Studies program have incorporated them 

into their curriculum, and students are well acquainted with Bioneers before they enter into the capstone 

seminar that centers on our attendance at the conference. They were instantly electrified inspired and 

motivated to make big changes in their own lives, on our campus and in our community as a whole. That 

first cohort went on to do amazing things. Immediately! They have traveled all over the state and country 

to make their voices heard within government. All these students are from low-income situations and 

most are supporting themselves (and some their spouses and children) while they go to college.” 

– Mimi Riley, Butte College, CA

 “Bioneers is a movement builder. It defines a community, encourages dialogue, learning what works, 

shared information, contacts, goals. I use this learning in my teaching and my research. Influenced by 

the Bioneers, I have developed a class on ‘NGO’s and Corporate Social Responsibility,’ for which students 

have written case studies, available online to anyone at any institution. I am organizing researchers for 

a conference on these materials. In all of this, Bioneers has been a great stimulus for me – a vital instru-

ment in the world of policy, research, ideas, social movements, inspiration, communications, network-

ing and ……CHANGE.” 

– Peter Gourevitch, Professor of Political Science, Graduate School of International Relations and Pacific 

Studies at the University of California, San Diego, member Council on Foreign Relations

“IT’S INCREDIBLY IMPORTANT WE GIVE CHILDREN 

this experience of nature, even if they become 

stockbrokers.” 

– FRITJOF CAPRA, AUTHOR, CO-FOUNDER,  

CENTER FOR ECOLITERACY

“I DON’T WANT TO WRITE WORDS THAT FILL JAIL CELLS, AND YET IT IS MY ABIDING RESPONSIBILITY 

to protect my children from harm and plan for their future. My neighbors feel the same way. If the air, 

food and water out of which our children’s bodies are constructed are contaminated, we can’t do our 

job as parents. If the day comes when I can be a better mother inside of jail than outside, I will be that 

mother.” 

– SANDRA STEINGRABER

i	Photos, clockwise from top right: Interactive youth mural 
project; Sandra Steingraber; Fritjof Capra. 
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DOUBLE DOWN ON BIONEERS
Make a Difference that Really Makes a Difference

AS WE CELEBRATE BIONEERS’ 25TH ANNIVERSARY IN 2014, 
it’s a golden moment to double down on your support to ensure and optimize Bioneers’ 

ongoing contributions to help turn the tide at this once-in-a-civilization moment.

We invite you to deepen your investment or start now to generate a Return on Engage-

ment that harvests 25 years’ of visionary leadership, practical experience and action-

able knowledge. 

When you support Bioneers, you’re leveraging our entire community of leadership— 

a movement of movements.

We thank each and every one of you who has helped us reach this remarkable mile-

stone. Every single gift—large and small—has helped bring us to where we are today.

Play big. Make a difference that really makes a difference by generously support-

ing Bioneers. 

You can make a secure online donation at www.bioneers.org or contact give@bioneers.

org or 415-660-9305. 

To learn about our Kinship Circle of engaged 

higher donors, and about our Legacy Giving 

program, please contact Executive Director 

Joshua Sheridan Fouts at josh@bioneers.org 

or 415-660-9302.

With your generous support, our greatest  

legacy is yet to come.

CLICK HERE TO DONATE NOW

“NINA AND KENNY HAVE GROWN A SIMULTANEOUSLY 

meticulous and wild garden from the seeds of diver-

sity, struggle, and compassion. They have tended it 

with the water of listening, including, expanding and 

intermingling with the sunlight of community, of 

questioning and discovery. They are now beginning 

to see the bloom of a whole new way of being on this 

Earth. An invitation to Bioneers is an invitation to 

join your story, your struggle with the many strug-

gles. It is an invitation to open your heart and mind, 

to go further, to be braver. From mushrooms to med-

itation, from the rising wisdom and vision of the In-

digenous to the shared concrete steps of movement 

building, Bioneers is a Garden of Re-imagination, the 

green weaving of the story of our survival.”

– EVE ENSLER, author, artist, founder  

One Billion Rising and V-Day
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i	Photos from left: Afia Walking Tree, Deb Lane, 
Eve Ensler at Bioneers conference 2014; 
attendees at Bioneers conference 2007

http://www.bioneers.org
http://www.bioneers.org/25-years-of-bioneers/

