
11/9/2017

1

Building a Culture
of Conservation

Dr. Jacqueline Comito
Anthropologist

Iowa State University Extension and Outreach

• Anthropologist

• 13 years experience working in 
conservation

• Director of two successful ISU 
Extension and Outreach programs

• Iowa Learning Farms
• Water Rocks!

Background
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The Game Plan

• History of Environmental Movement

• Place and Space

• Motivations and Barriers

• Communicating Conservation

Overview
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History of Environmental Movement

• Global warming

• Population pressures

• Fossil fuel depletion

• Agriculture as a source of 
food, feed, fuel and fiber—
increased societal 
expectations

• Demands on water

Stresses on System
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of the environmental movement in the United States
Brief History

• President Teddy Roosevelt
• Conservation became dominant 

strategy of government
• Reclamation Act of 1902
• Forest Service under USDA in 1905

Conservation & Preservation

Roosevelt with John Muir at Glacier Point, public domain

Wildlife and its habitat cannot speak, so we 
must and we will.

- Theodore Roosevelt
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Preservationists like Muir, 
Wordsworth, Thoreau:

• Natural land management 
through‘right use’of 
wilderness resources

• Vision of nature was 
romanticized

Conservation & Preservation

Library of Congress

• Generally well-off, white males 
who enjoyed outdoor activities

• Their debates were primarily elitist 
• Those who wished to leave the 

natural environment in a pristine state
• Those who viewed it as a place for 

recreation and pleasure

Conservation & Preservation

US Fish & Wildlife Service
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• Working class and 
ethnic minorities 
excluded

• They viewed urban 
and industrialized 
places as areas of 
pollution, degradation 
and squalor

Conservation & Preservation

Library of Congress

Aldo Leopold
• After decades of increasing production and land 

abuse, challenged conventional land and farm 
practices

• Shift toward protection of natural resources, 
especially land and water quality

“Modern” Environmentalism

Aldo Leopold Foundation Archives
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Aldo Leopold
• The Father of Land Ethics

“Modern” Environmentalism

A land ethic, then, reflects the existence of an ecological 
conscience, and this in turn reflects a conviction of 
individual responsibility for the health of the land. Health is 
the capacity of the land for self-renewal. Conservation is 
our effort to understand and preserve this capacity.

- Aldo Leopold
A Sand County Almanac, 1949

“Modern” Environmentalism

Rachel Carson
• Silent Spring, 1962

• Additional emphasis on cleanup 
and control of pollution, 
especially chemical

• Altered perception of 
environment and the danger 
toxins posed to human beings
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“Modern” Environmentalism

Rachel Carson
• Eloquence and ability to 

translate complex science for 
general public

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

In nature, nothing exists alone.

- Rachel Carson

Carson and Leopold:

While Leopold’s Sand County Almanac
introduced land ethics and the science of 
ecology, Carson’s Silent Spring helped the 
country grasp the first principle of Biology 101-

Everything is connected.

“Modern” Environmentalism
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Clear link between land management choices, resource use and 
the health of the systems that sustain us.

In the following decades, environmentalism in the
USA becomes…

“Modern” Environmentalism

mainstream

• Social Justice is at the heart of it
in the early stages

• 1970 – US EPA established

• 1970s-80s – Focused on toxic chemicals, 
energy issues and oil shortages

• PCBs, Chernobyl disaster, CFCs
• Chemical dumps in Love Canal

“Modern” Environmentalism

Think GLOBALLY
Act LOCALLY
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“Modern” Environmentalism

Earth Day turns 50 soon! (April 22, 2020)
• The original national teach-in in 1970 drew 20 million 

Americans into the parks and streets.

• Today, 1 billion+ people worldwide participate annually.

• Participatory nature of Earth Day has been supplanted by 
an increasingly corporate influence, which leads to…

• Move away from governmental solutions and 
mainstream environmentalism

• Belief in citizen participation in decision making

• Everything is connected—
humans across the planet through technology

Early Grassroots Movements

CDC/Public Health Image Library
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space

Think and Act 
LOCALLY

Think and Act 
GLOBALLY

Today’s Grassroots Movements

Grassroots groups utilize:
• challenges to government 

authority
• community right-to-know laws
• citizen-enforcement 

provisions in federal and state 
legislation

• local input in waste clean-up
methodology and sitting 
decisions

• waste not, want not, more-
with-less, recycling, reuse

CDC/Public Health Image Library
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• Returns to environmental 
justice roots

• Care for the earth and for 
vulnerable human 
communities are deeply 
intertwined

Today’s Grassroots Movements

CDC/Public Health Image Library

Drivers of today’s movement

• Empowering workers
• Protecting public health
• Concern for all living beings
• Preserving landscapes 

including improving urban 
environments

Today’s Grassroots Movements
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Today’s Grassroots Movements

It is all about the places where we live, work, learn, and play,
whether they are natural or human built.

Place and Space
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Place and Space

LIVED Experience

SENSED Experience

[ ]
][

place

space

Places as Lived Experiences

Regardless of place of origin and personal values, most people 
recognize and appreciate specific places we call the “natural 
wonders of the world.”
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Places as Lived Experiences

Although we value these places and find inspiration 
from such places, it is the places where we live that 

often define us or provide us an identity.

CDC/Public Health Image Library

Space as Sensed Experience

• Space, where you truly exist, shapes place, where you 
are standing

• Space is internal as well as external; place is external

• Where we develop our imaginations

• If our sense of space (our internal self) is small, even 
the largest of places will not satisfy us
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• Space is necessary for the on-going creation of our self

• If we do not enter into wilderness, we may 
not enter into our hearts – know who we are and 
who we are not

• Alienation from nature damages children and shapes 
adults, families and communities

Space as Sensed Experience

Space as Sensed Experience

There is a relationship between soul and space which is being 
lost today, and it is this loss, I believe, which is at the heart of 
our ecological and economic crises. My thought is simply this: 
The soul needs space to grow.

- Sr. Ilia Delio, Senior Fellow at 
Woodstock Theological Center
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Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children 
from Nature-Deficit Disorder (Richard Louv)

• 1970s to 1990s –
Space children were allow to roam has shrunk 90%

• Rate of childhood depression, obesity and ADHD 
have risen

• Children are out of touch with the natural world

Science supports this…

CDC/Public Health Image Library

And Now to Iowa…
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Motivations and Barriers

Is a Culture of Conservation Possible? 

Is there reason to feel hopeful?
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“Bragging Rights”

In an Iowa Learning Farms meeting, a farmer stated that if 
you could make being a good conservationist more important 
than producing high yields, you would get farmers competing 

with each other to claim conservation “bragging rights.”
.

• What will it take to create a “culture” of conservation that places 
pride on good stewardship over that of high production and 
consumption? 

• What will it take to reach the greatest number of farmers and urban 
residents to assert the greatest level of influence?

Food for Thought
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• Barriers are often lodged in 
human values, actions, beliefs, 
attitudes, custom and traditions, 
not the lack of technical 
information or economic 
incentives. 

• We need to communicate the 
“technical” and “scientific,” as well 
as the “emotional,” “spiritual,” and 
“social”.

Barriers to Conservation

• Individualism, indifference and conflict

• Erosion in community - less trust, less tolerance,
less respect, unyielding positions

• Weakened social institutions and divided communities

• Distrust for governmental agencies and organizations

Barriers to Conservation
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Barriers to Conservation

A people cannot live long at each other’s expense… 
just as agriculture cannot live long at the expense of 
its soil or its work force, and just as in a natural 
system the competitions among species must be 
limited if all are to survive.

- Wendell Berry

• When people know each other, share each other’s 
stories, they truly begin to communicate, trust and 
cooperation begins to emerge…

• It must be a local movement!

• Remove our isolation from each other

• Help people encounter a space to know themselves 
and each other

• Build a shared sense of place

Restoring the art of neighboring
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Communicating Conservation

A Grassroots Approach

Context matters:
Look at our lands, our 
water, people we 
encounter - all of this 
plays a huge role in 
who we are and how 
we act.

Minor changes can 
have dramatic 
effects on how we 
behave and who we 
are.



11/9/2017

23

A Grassroots Approach

Communication Channels:
1. Word of mouth –

Neighbors and friends

2. Mass communication media
featuring locals (television,web,
newspapers, letters, radio,
magazines, etc.)

3.Change Agents –
Government agencies, educators
+ individuals who instigate change

To create a successful movement, you need to 
identify the following people in each community…

Change Agents: 
Those persons or groups who
instigate change – can be state
or county agencies, organizations
or local individuals.

CDC/Public Health Image Library



11/9/2017

24

The Connectors: 
Those people in every community who know a lot of 
people, like people in genuine ways, are liked by people 
AND are trusted.

The Power of Local Folks

Source: Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point, 2000

The Power of Local Folks

Source: Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point, 2000

Local Specialists: 
The people who seem to know a lot about local issues and 
are motivated to educate and help.
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The Power of Local Folks

Source: Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point, 2000

Salespersons: 
Those people who are good at persuading others to a cause.

Human behavior is an interplay between two 
forms or systems of thinking:

How do we think?

System 1 Thinking is fast, intuitive and completely 
unreflective

The brain’s slower, more deliberative, and 
analytical mode

Thinking , Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman, 2011
Psychology Emeritus at Princeton University, Nobel Prize Winner for his part creating behavioral economics

System 2
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How do we think?

Many reasons we give for doing or believing something may 
have very little to do with the real causes of our beliefs, which 
rooted in our personal history…the people that we trusted and 
what they seemed to believe. NOT in the explanation we give as 
to why our action and beliefs are correct. 

- Interview with Daniel Kahneman
on NPR On Being, 2017

• This makes it difficult, not impossible, to change the biases 
from which we respond to the world.

• The world is more uncertain that we think.

• What we don’t know and what we can’t see matter 
enormously.

Interview with Daniel Kahneman on NPR On Being
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How do we think?

What people want is more closely associated with the 
remembering self. They want to have good memories. They 
want to have good opinions of themselves. They want to have a 
good story about their life.

- Interview with Daniel Kahneman
on NPR On Being, 2017

I don’t know why I have strong feelings about 
conservation.  I always hated going through fields 
and seeing erosion channels. Maybe because I know 
how long it will take to get it back. Maybe because I 
am young and I worry what the land will be like when 
I am older. Once it is gone, it is gone. You always 
hear people say that this generation does something 
on their farm because their grandfather or father did 
it. I have never done anything because that is how it 
has been done in the past.

How do people change?

It’s Part of Who They Are

- NE Iowa Farmer
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In 1978, I was a student at ISU. One of my professors held up 
a book on ridge tillage. I bought that book and read it cover to 
cover. I came home and told Dad that I am going to ridge-till. 
My dad thought I was crazy. I made some mistakes but it 
worked. When Dad saw that, he started doing some acres. 
Our neighbors thought we were crazy.

This farm has really changed since then. We had lots of 
erosion spots and waterways washed out but now you can 
drive over the whole farm without a problem. Now most of the 
neighbors are doing no-till.

How do people change?

Education and Curiosity

- South Central Iowa Farmer

Throughout my 35 years as an Iowa grain farmer, I had 
wondered what the source of nitrate was that affects the 
Gulf of Mexico so adversely. I thought I was doing 
everything ‘right’ on my land.

I learned that I wasn’t after I participated in an on-farm 
drainage tile water monitoring program. I learned that the 
tile water that passes through my farm and drains into 
the stream was considerably higher than the standard the 
EPA deems as safe drinking water.

How do people change?

Education and Curiosity

- North Central Iowa Farmer
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I first started no-till because in spring 1979, we had a 
heavy spring rain and there was bad erosion and I 
figured we needed to change that.  A big rain event 
got me thinking we needed to make changes. 

How do people change?

Major Event Changed Thinking

- SE Iowa Farmer

In 1988, the farm bill said we had to go with more no-
till. I needed a new planter so I bought one that could 
do no-till. I didn’t think it would work but was going to 
give it a try. 

No-till works. I could go to anyone’s farm in this area 
and make no-till work.  And I am not the best farmer.  
You just need to stick with it. 

How do people change?

Change in Regulation

- Central Iowa Farmer
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 Technology will play a role in the transition to a more 
resilient agricultural system
 Transition to a Culture of Conservation

that changes societies’ actions and discourse
about environment is more daunting challenge

How do people change?

True Change is Inspired

“Word of Mouth” can be contagious!
We need to speak passionately and straightforwardly.
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“Word of Mouth” can be contagious!

Messages need to be practical and personal to people –
then they will become memorable and
it will move them to action.

We need to be able to take ideas and information that is highly specialized 
and translate these into language that can be understood.
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Messages need to tie into Iowans’ sense of place and lives
as well as have some special emotional significance to him/her.

“Word of Mouth” can be contagious!

We need to allow people to apply an idea on a small 
scale and give them nature-based experiences 
where they can discover who they are.
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Individuals become Change Agents

After a successful trial on a small scale or a profound 
experience, individuals will change behaviors or 

attitudes and share their stories with others.

- Rachel Carson
Silent Spring

We stand now where two roads diverge. But unlike the 
roads in Robert Frost's familiar poem, they are not 
equally fair. The road we have long been traveling is 
deceptively easy, a smooth superhighway on which we 
progress with great speed, but at its end lies disaster. 
The other fork of the road — the one less traveled by 
— offers our last, our only chance to reach a 
destination that assures the preservation of the earth.
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Which road are we on?

Unless someone like you cares 
a whole awful lot, nothing is 
going to get better. It's not.

- Dr. Seuss,
The Lorax


