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What is International Day of Forests?

The global forest community celebrates the United Nations’ International Day 
of Forests on March 21. This year’s theme, Forests and Education, communicates 
the many benefits of sustainably managed forests to the next generation of 
environmental stewards. 

As urban populations increase globally, education on clean water, clean air, and 
the economic values that neighboring forests provide grows more important. The 
U.S. Forest Service and U.S. Department of State honor this day by featuring our 
global and domestic stories online, sharing our expertise at the United Nations 
headquarters and worldwide, and engaging with students in cities around the 
world.
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from blacktops to treetops to rooftops

BEYOND TREES

Encouraging young people to engage in environmental activities can not only help bridge the widening 
chasm between them and nature, but it can also create informed and empowered future voters.  
Moreover, access to conservation education and related activities can create succeeding generations of 
stewards that can help ensure the resiliency of urban ecosystems as well as communities.

This newsletter highlights how our partners domestically and overseas – specifically those who have 
participated in the seminar—engage young people through education and awareness.  It also 
highlights the journey as well as the professional and academic choices of those working in urban 
forestry have made.  Former participants share their knowledge and advice to young people.  This issue 
explores the theme of this year’s International Day of Forests: “Forests and Education”.

The U.S. Forest Service International Programs and its partners understand the power of engaging
 urban communities. Through its annual International Seminar on Urban Forestry and Community 
Engagement, the Agency brings together practitioners from different countries to share and exchange 
best practices, challenges and emerging issues.
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•	Understanding	our	forests	and	keeping	them	healthy	is	crucial	for	our	future. Forests will be 
more important than ever as the world population climbs to 8.5 billion by 2030.

•	Investing	in	forestry	education	can	change	the	world	for	the	better. Countries can help ensure 
there are scientists, policy makers, foresters and local communities working to halt 
deforestation and restore degraded landscapes.

•	You’re	never	too	young	to	start	learning	about	trees. Helping children connect with 
nature creates future generations conscious of the benefits of trees and forests and the need to 
manage them sustainably.

•	Both	modern	and	traditional	knowledge	are	key	to	keeping	forests	healthy. While 
foresters should know and understand nature well, they should also learn to use cutting-edge 
technology to ensure that our forests are monitored and managed sustainably.

•	Women	and	men	should	have	equal	access	to	forest	education. Gender parity in forest 
education empowers rural women to sustainably manage forests.

MARCH  2019

More than half of the global population live in urban areas. According to the United Nations Habitat, 
85% of the world’s young people live in developing countries.  By 2030, as many 60% of residents of 
cities will be under the age of 18.  This can lead to a growing disconnect between succeeding 
generations and nature. Lack of accessible green spaces in many cities around the world can also lead 
to unmanaged recreation, violence and health challenges, such as asthma. In addition, these future 
voters can often be excluded from many civic engagement and participatory processes.
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- INTEREST DRIVES ACHIEVEMENT -
CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR URBAN YOUTH TO LOOK MORE CLOSELY,   

THINK MORE DEEPLY, AND CONNECT TO THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT

Known as the urban gateway to nature and science, the Nature Museum’s education programs focus on 
fostering personal connections to the natural world through topics of biodiversity, conservation, and 
exploring the ‘nature in your neighborhood’. Fundamental to this approach are the two ideas that: 

- Cities provide abundant and unique opportunities to foster meaningful, high quality educational 
experiences, and

- ●Knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors are inherently connected and equally important in learning. 

Two of these programs, which engage middle and high school students - and teachers- in multiple 
experiences focused on (and in) urban ecosystems, are “Chicago River Explorers” (Rivers) and 
“Teenagers Exploring and Explaining Nature and Science” (TEENS).  Rivers is a program with Chicago 
middle school teachers and their students, and TEENS is an out-of-school time, youth development 
program for Chicago high school students in which participants develop interest-driven urban 
ecology and environmental field investigations. 

Imagine groups of middle school students and their teachers - in waders, with nets, in the Chicago 
River - sampling for aquatic invertebrates under overpasses covered in urban street art. These 
students are learning about how the types of invertebrates they find can inform their communities 
about local water quality.

“ The Chicago Academy of Sciences / Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum 
and the U.S. Forest Service International Programs have had a long history 
of working together to connect people with nature. Known as “The Urban 
Gateway to Nature & Science,” the Nature Museum improves the quality 
of life in Chicago and the region by delivering superior environmental and 
science education programs to students and teachers, offering Museum 
exhibitions and conducting public programs, restoring local ecosystems, 
and advancing scientific knowledge through collections and research. 
Across the diverse communities of Chicago, the Nature Museum and the 

team up to deliver education programs that are founded on a hands-on, 
inquiry-based approach that connects audiences to nature and science.  
The initial focus of the partnership was on the conservation of the monarch 
butterfly.  Since then, the collaboration has grown to focus on a variety 
of topics of international relevance. The Nature Museum has hosted 
the annual International Seminar on Urban Forestry and Community 
Engagement for 3 years, and its programs have served as examples of 
successful urban conservation programs that can be implemented both in 
the U.S. and abroad “

About Michelle Rabkin  

Michelle has been a member of the Education Department since 

2010. During her tenure, she has developed and taught curriculum 

for Pre-K to 12th grade students and educators, managed 

programmatic decisions, led evaluation and curriculum efforts, 

and fostered partnerships with both internal and community 

partners. As Vice President of Education, Michelle oversees 

programming and resources reaching 65,000 school children, 

1,700 educators and over 308,000 visitors each year. Michelle 

currently serves on the Leadership Committees for Chicago 

Wilderness Priority Species initiative, Museums in the Park (MIP), 

and the collaboration between Chicago Public Schools and these 11 

Chicago museums. 

About David Bild 

David joined the Nature Museum’s Education Department in 2011. 

His work focuses on the design, implementation, and evaluation of 

programming for middle school through high school-aged students 

and teachers. Since 2012, he has led the Museum’s “Teenagers 

Exploring and Explaining Nature and Science (TEENS)” program. 

David is also part-time faculty in the Environmental Sciences & 

Studies Department at DePaul University, teaching an undergrad-

uate environmental education course on behalf of the Museum. He 

currently serves on the Leadership Committee for theChicago STEM 

Pathways Cooperative, is a co-author of the 2018 Global Open Science 

Hardware (GOSH) Roadmap, and in 2016 was recognized as part of the 

Mozilla Foundation’s Network50.

By: Michelle Rabkin, Vice President of Education     &       David Bild,  Manager of Teen and Young Adult Programs
 Chicago Academy of Sciences / Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum

Michael Rizo, U.S. Forest Service International Programs

Figure 1:  Middle school students participating 
in the Chicago River Explorers program explore 
the Chicago River, where they are sampling for 
macroinvertebrates to learn about the water 
quality near where they go to school.
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The Nature Museum’s 20 distinct urban environmental education programs serve participants 
ranging from early childhood students to adult teachers. The common threads that tie these 
programs together can be (and often are) used in urban outreach in diverse contexts across the 
globe to foster positive relationships between people and nature in cities, recognizing the ‘city 
as a classroom’ and the ‘city as a social-ecological system’1.

When we think about a ‘recipe’ for success in our approach, we can boil down what we’ve Learned 
from our programs into five components that can be applied across urban environmental 
education contexts:

1. Spark wonder 

2. Directly engage audiences with real world phenomena

3. Start local (while framing globally)

4. Connect in and out-of-school learning

5. Collaborate using an asset-based approach to combine work with scientists and with 
teachers, schools, and communities as peers, co-creators, and partners in learning - rather than 
viewing under-resourced communities as  people who need to be ‘saved’ or ‘given knowledge.’

Beyond the scientific knowledge and skills these students and educators are gaining, 
perhaps the greatest impact is their amazement at the nature they can explore in their own 
neighborhoods. In program evaluations, one teen responded that the authentic nature of these 
investigations was what she enjoyed most.

Picture high schoolers using a city park as a study-site – shaking tree branches to knock 
invertebrates into upside down white umbrellas to examine and compare insect biodiversity 
across tree species in anthropogenic, widely visited urban parks. These programs connect 
students and educators to nature through cycles of wonder-discovery-reflection-communication.

Similarly, teachers reflected on the type of impacts these local, real-world education 
opportunities have on their students.

In essence, these education programs for Chicago’s youth aim to encourage  participants 
to look more closely at, think more deeply about, and feel connected to the urban nature all 
around them.

Figure 2 :  Students meet a live corn snake, a 
common local species in Chicago, during an 
education program taught by the Chicago Academy 
of Sciences/Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum 
focused on observing and comparing different 
animals’ body structures and their functions and 
different animal behaviors. 

Figure 3: A student observes a preserved bird 
specimen from the collection of the Chicago Academy 
of Sciences/ Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum as a 
jumping off point to practice making observations and 
asking questions about nature they observe in their 
city. 

“ It felt like the data I collected actually 
mattered unlike research in school when       
the teacher already knows all the answers.” 

“ For my students the biggest takeaway is 
that science and nature can be anywhere. 
They were amazed at all the things we were 
able to see and study just a few miles from 
our school. This is what authentic learning 
looks like.”

     - Chicago River Explorers teacher -

- TEENS participant - 
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Urban Ecology:

•	 Research	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 people	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 conserve	 nature	 when	 they	 have	
direct experiences with the natural world2,3. With 80% of the US population living in cities, urban 
ecologists realize that we cannot afford to write off urban ecosystems and species - and that global 
conservation is dependent on the connections people have to urban nature.4 

Environmental Education best practices:

•	We	also	know	that	direct	experiences	with	urban	species	is	not	enough	;the	way	we	design	these	
experiences for children is just as important.  Successful education happens when we foster these 
connections in developmentally appropriate ways – and avoid attempting to promote environ-
mentally-friendly behaviors by focusing on environmental problems. David Sobel sums up this 
idea in his book Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature when he says, “If we want 
children to flourish, to be truly empowered, then let us allow them to love the Earth before we ask 
them to save it.5” 

Real-World experiences:

•	In	addition,	designing	programs	grounded	in	real-world	experiences	ensures	that	they	are	both	
rigorous and accessible - and that they provide democratized learning opportunities which spark 
questions, serve as stepping stones to critical thinking, and help participants gain confidence and 
express curiosity regardless of age, language, or literacy-level 6,7. 

Learning Ecosystems:

•	Unfortunately,	learning	has	historically	been	seen	as	either	occurring	in	separate,	disconnected	
contexts, or more often, as occurring only in school with less attention paid to the learning 
that happens at home, in communities, and in out-of-school time settings. However, the good 
news is that recently, our understanding of the ways in which young people learn science has 
fundamentally changed – as has research about the important connections across learning 
settings. A National Research Council  report in 2015 concludes that “there is growing evidence 
that opportunities to learn STEM [science, technology, engineering and mathematics] outside 
of school directly affects what is possible inside classrooms, just as what happens in classrooms 
affects out-of-school learning.8”  

CONNECTING TO URBAN NATURE

LEARNING OUTSIDE SCHOOL

LOVING THE EARTH

CREATING CRITICAL THINKERS

?? ??

This approach to environmental education combines key components of learning in museums 
and outdoors with best practices in science education in schools, including: a focus on real-world 
phenomena, place-based/locally-relevant topics, inquiry-driven approaches that place the 
participant at the center, and alignment with national education standards in science education.

More specifically, these U.S. Forest Service partnership programs – including Rivers and TEENS – 
combine principles of urban ecology, real-world learning, environmental education Best Practices, 
and the idea of “learning ecosystems” as the foundation for various program models.

Figure 4 :Students in the Monarchs Clubs 
program, observe real monarch specimens 
to better understand how they grow and 
change during their life cycles
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In the Rivers and TEENS program models - and a third U.S. Forest Service partnership program, 
Monarchs Club - we make these connections explicit across settings: providing classroom and 
community-center visits, focused field trips, and multi-touch point environmental education 
programs that occur in various settings and build cohesiveness over time.

All of the Nature Museum’s science and education work is built upon the idea that urban 
ecosystems are rich, complex, and important for science and conservation – and for people. 
When working toward ‘sustainable cities’ for our future, we believe we’ll succeed best when 
we consider both the sustainability of habitats and natural resources and the sustainability of 
people’s connection to, awareness of, and interest in the natural world – especially the nature in 
urban areas. 

We are learning every day from the challenges and successes across our education work at the 
Nature Museum, and no two students, communities, programs, or contexts are ever the same. 

But we are lucky for the chance to continuously evaluate and improve by directly engaging 
35,000 students, 1,500 teachers, and 250 Chicago schools in education programs each year – 
and most of all, by working with partners and colleagues from diverse backgrounds in science, 
youth development, and education fields that push our thinking outside of traditional narratives 
of environmental education. 

The Nature Museum’s partnership with U.S. Forest Service creates opportunities to foster interest 
and wonder in various settings and with many different audiences. These programs create the 
contexts in which we are reminded everyday what we’re working toward. A teacher in one of our 
programs said it best: “This opportunity reminded me why I love teaching – to raise young people 
who care about and love our world and can think intelligently about it.”

Across all of our education programs, though, the two most important principles we’ve seen are that:

- Interest drives achievement- a principle supported by education research, including a recent 
2018 study by Stanford University that concludes that a positive attitude toward specific subjects 
matters as much as IQ in its influence on students’ success.9 

- Sparking wonder and awe is the key ingredient for success - in sharpening the minds of the 
students who experience it, in driving authentic interest in the environment, and in protecting the 
natural world. 10,11

Figure 5: Monarchs Club students sample for 
biodiversity and observe ecological interactions 
outdoors in Chicago, connecting what they’re 
exploring in their summer programs at a 
Chicago community center to immersive outdoor 
experiences in their city. 

All Photos in this article are courtesy of Chicago Academy 
of Sciences/Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum

Figure 6: Students watch a video of a monarch

butterfly transforming from a caterpillar into

a chrysalis during a program at the Chicago

Academy of Sciences / Peggy Notebaert Nature

Museum in order to connect what they’ve learned

in school about lifecycles to real world experiences

at the museum.

Sources:
1:  Urban environmental education. (2015). Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University, Civic Ecology Lab, North American Association for 
Environmental Education, and EE Capacity Project
2: Chawla, L. (1998). Significant life experiences revisited: a 
review of research on sources of environmental sensitivity. The 
Journal of Environmental Education 29:11–21. 
3: Chawla, L. (1999). Life paths into effective environmental 
action. The Journal of Environmental Education 31:15–26.
4:  Dunn, R., Gavin, M., Sanchez, M., Solomon, J.  (2006). The 
pigeon paradox: dependence of global conservation on urban 
nature. Conservation Biology Vol 20, No. 6, 1814-1816
5: Sobel, D. (1996). Beyond ecophobia: reclaiming the heart 
in nature education. Great Barrington, MA: Orion Society.
6: Paris, S.G., Hapgood, S.E. (2002). Children Learning with 
Objects in Informal Learning Environments.
7: Shuh, J. H. (1999).  Teaching yourself to teach with objects. 
The Educational Role of the Museum, 2, 80-91.
8: National Academies Press, identifying and supporting 
productive STEM programs in Out-of-School Settings (2015).
9: Stillman, J. (15 Feb, 2018). New Stanford study: A positive 
attitude literally makes your brain work better. Retrieved from 
www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/stnaford-reserach-attitude-
matters-as-much-as-iq-in-kids-success.html
10: Cumbo, B. &Derkzen, A. (14 Apr, 2018). A sense 
of wonder: the missing ingredient for a long term value 
of nature? Retrieved from https://www.thenatureofcities.
com/2018/04/14/sense-wonder -miss ing- ingred i -
ent-long-term-value-nature/
11:  Shiota, M.L. (17 May, 2018). How awe sharpens our 
brains. Retrieved from https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/
article/item/how_awe_sharpens_our_brains
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I currently am employed at the Forestry Department in Jamaica as a Director, Zonal Operations 
(Eastern Zone).  My primary duties include but are not limited to the following:

•	 Direct	 the	 forest	 management	 activities	 in	 the	 Zone	 in	 keeping	 with	 the	 Agency’s	 strategic	
direction and guidelines,

•	 Lead	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 Forest	 Management	 Plans	 to	 ensure	 that	 pre-determined	
objectives are met,

•	 Manage	 and	 investigate	 complaints	 received	 from	 the	 general	 public	 and	 private	 and	 public	
entities regarding forestry-related matters in the Zone, 

•	 Participate	 in	 the	 development	 of	 major	 strategies	 for	 achieving	 the	 objectives	 for	 forest	
operations,

•	Collaborate	with	other	members	of	 the	Management	 team	in	ensuring	that	an	effective	Private	
Forestry Programme is developed to provide services to Private Forest Land Owners and other 
clients,

•	Ensure	that	programmes	are	in	place	to	facilitate	the	establishment	of	Local	Forest	Management	
Committees to allow for the engagement of the local community in the sustainable use of forest 
products, 

•	 Assist	 in	 developing	 and	 managing	 the	 implementation	 of	 sustained	 revenue	 operating	
projects/activities in the Zone in accordance with the approved Forest Management Plan, 

•	 Ensure	 the	 protection/preservation	 of	 wildlife	 and	 	maintenance	 of	 	 forest	 	 health	 	 within	 the			
Zone. 

I currently reside in the beautiful city of Kingston, which is the capital of Jamaica—the seat of 
government. Situated on the southeastern coast, it is the largest city on the island as well as its 
business capital.  Even with the many opportunities for business, the resort area of Kingston is 
just as known for its cultural, educational and leisure options. Kingston, and its adjoining parish 
of St. Andrew, has a population size of approximately 937,700, according to 2011 estimates.  The 
majority of the trees in Kingston and St. Andrew are fruit trees, primarily mango, breadfruit and 
ackee.  There are also ornamental trees such as the poui tree.  

AN INTERVIEW WITH DAMART WILLIAMS

Country, City: Kingston, Jamaica
Population:  594,446
Area of Kingston Metropolitan Area: 13,217 ha
Kingston Central Sorting Office Area: 351 ha 
Urban Trees Cover: 21.25 ha (6%) 
Kingston 19 Area:  1234 ha 
Urban Trees Cover: 419.4 ha (34%) 
Kingston 20 Area:  791 ha 
Urban Trees Cover:  97.90 ha (12%)

 Jamaica, Seminar Class of 2017

Q- Tell us about Kingston, Jamaica ? 

Q- What is your current role in Kingston? 
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There is a misconception among much of the Jamaican populace that forests are situated solely in 
remote,	rural	areas;	‘urban’	is	not	normally	synonymous	with	‘forests’.	

The Forestry Department is, however, committed to shifting this perception as it recognizes 
that trees in an urban space can provide similar benefits to those found in rural areas.  Some 
of these benefits, of course, include the strengthening of social cohesion and partnerships, 
increase in property value, noise reduction and provision of recreational spaces.  It is, therefore, 
deemed important to engage communities as they will be the direct beneficiaries of whatever 
interventions are instituted. 

I must say that the Urban Forestry Seminar was rather enlightening for me.  For one, it was 
my first official introduction to the concept of Urban Forestry.  I must admit that I entered the 
seminar with certain misconceptions, which were immediately discarded on the very first day.

After the two weeks had concluded, I not only gained new friends but also new and invaluable 
knowledge that I intend to and have been using in my current role.  My main three messages or 
approaches that I have left the seminar with are as follows:   

•	 Forest	 management	 predicated	 on	 ‘people-centricism’	 will	 bear	 the	 desired	 results.	 The	
seminar has solidified in my mind the need for community inclusion in the decision-making 
process as well as the execution phase of whatever urban forestry-related intervention has 
been identified.  This approach facilitates buy-in as well as improves the likelihood of success 
and sustainability. 

While there appears to be growing interest in planting trees in urban areas, I do, however, foresee 
some challenges where community engagement in this setting is concerned.  As stated prior, 
there appears to be a misunderstanding that forests are relegated to rural spaces.  However, we 
must operate from the premise that the green and grey infrastructures can intersect but do not 
have to collide.  There is a place and space for both.  We must divest ourselves of the perception 
that forests can only exist in rural /remote spaces.

I am a firm believer in the concept of social forestry, a critical component of which is community 
engagement and interaction.  I have witnessed where this approach in the rural context 
has resulted in community mobilization and appreciation where the Forestry Department’s 
interventions are concerned.  A further corollary of this has been some amount of sustainability to 
whatever projects are implemented as there is community buy-in and ownership.  This approach, I 
am certain, if replicated in the urban context, will have similar results.

Q- Why do you think engaging communities and urban forestry is important?

Q- What 3 key messages or approaches did you take away from the seminar?
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•	Partnerships	with	non-traditional	groups	are	just	as	important	as	those	with	traditional	ones.
Any strong urban forestry programme is predicated on building and strengthening partnerships 
with various stakeholders – community groups, civic groups, schools, churches etc.  However, as 
forestry management practitioners, we sometimes focus on engaging groups that we are most 
accustomed to working with, failing to think outside the proverbial box.  

The seminar emphasized identifying novel ways of implementing successful urban forestry 
programmes.  One of which is the engagement of groups that are considered ‘non-traditional’, 
that is, stakeholders with whom partnerships would not ordinarily be formed with, for example, 
children’s homes, schools for the disabled, convalescence homes etc.  Much success can be 
derived from engaging these groups.

•	 Use	 of	 technology	 is	 central	 to	 data	 generation	 and	management.	 	 It	 is	 an	 immutable	 fact	
that community engagement is critical for urban forestry programmes.  However, this is only 
one component as the use of technology provides another important basis for any successful 
programme.  My introduction to the platforms of i-Tree and STEW-MAP further substantiated 
this fact.

My introduction to forestry was somewhat fortuitous.  I had no intention of entering the field but 
it appeared that Fate had other plans.  I had set my pursuits on becoming an attorney but decided 
to delay this for a few years.

I possess both a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of Arts in History which I attained at the University 
of the West Indies.  For six years, I worked at the National Solid Waste Management Authority, 
where my duties included the monitoring of assigned zones to ensure execution of the solid waste 
management activities.I, then, decided that I wanted to make a more meaningful contribution 
nationally and saw the position of Manager, Enforcement at the Forestry Department as an 
opportunity to do so. 

At the time of applying for the position, I had commenced a Master of Science in Government with 
a concentration of Public Sector Management.  The competencies I gained from this course of 
study prepared me for my duties as Manager, my primary responsibility was to co-ordinate and 
manage the functions and strategic direction of the Compliance & Enforcement Branch.  During 
this time, I took the opportunity to complete a Bachelor of Law from the University of London.

My transition to my current position came about in an unfortunate way.  My predecessor died in 
January of 2016. I was then asked by the CEO of the Agency to act in his position until an official 
replacement was identified.  I have been in the position since April 2016, and was successfully 
appointed in September of the same year.I have advanced several improvements in the operations 
of the zone that I oversee.  Admittedly, I still desire to be an attorney and plan to take further 
steps to realize this ambition in 2020.  

Perhaps, I can amalgamate my initial interest, that being law, and my newly  discovered one, forest 
management, by becoming an environmental attorney. 

Q- Did you always want to be in forestry?  Tell us about your educational and career background           
If forestry wasn’t your goal, what influenced you to enter into this field?
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A career in forestry may not be the most desirable, financially, but the intrinsic benefits gained 
are invaluable.  You can take comfort in knowing that you are making a meaningful contribution 
to your environment and to your country’s national development.  It is a very rewarding career. 

My favourite tree is the Blue Mahoe (Hibiscus Elatus) which is Jamaica’s national tree. It is a 
fast-growing species, often attaining 20m (66ft) or more in height, and is native to the island.  
In wetter districts’ it will grow in a wide range of elevations, and is often used in reforestation in 
areas such as the Blue Mountain Forest Reserve.  It is also considered one of the most valuable of 
Jamaica’s native woods.

The tree is quite attractive with its straight trunk, broad green leaves and hibiscus-like flowers. The 
attractive flower changes colour as it matures, going from bright yellow to orange red and finally to 
crimson.

The name ‘Mahoe’ is derived from a Carib Indian word. The ‘blue’ refers to blue-green streaks in 
the polished wood, giving it a distinctive appearance. It is often streaked with purple, metallic blue 
and olive hues. The wood has several attractive features, it is hard, elastic, very durable and when 
highly polished, has the appearance of marble. For these qualities, it is prized for cabinet work, 
furniture, house interior trim, craft items and also for making decorative objects such as picture 
frames, bowls and carving.

This tree appeals to me in various ways.  Other than its sheer beauty when mature, it reminds 
me of the type of person I am – resilient, durable, strong and can flourish in less than desirable 
conditions.  I also consider myself to be a very nationalistic person and given that it is my country’s 
national tree, that means a lot to me.    

Figure 7 :  The Blue Maheo (Hibiscus Elatus 
Tree) 
photo courtesy of author

Q- What do you want to say to the young people in Jamaica and around the world?

Q- What is your favorite tree and why ?
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Do you want to find out what foresters do day by day?
Would you like to try on logger’s protective clothes? 
Are you strong enough to nail down a tag on the log? 
How do you compare to the biggest birds in the Carpathian region of Ukraine?

That’s what kids and adults of Zakarpattia region of Ukraine discover, when they come to the 
Forest Fest, a joint initiative of the NGO FORZA and the Zakarpattia forest administration. For 
the third year, the Fest brings the forest to the city’s central square and creates an environment, 
where city kids can interact with professional foresters and develop an appreciation for the forests 
surrounding the cities.  

FOREST PEDAGOGY
The Forest Fest is part of a relatively new concept of “Forest Pedagogy,” which brings together 
interdisciplinary pedagogical and forestry knowledge.  It goes beyond traditional environmental 
education. It emphasizes the importance of outdoor learning by educating through “head, hand 
and heart”. 

FORZA learned this approach from forestry colleagues in Slovakia – a neighboring country in 
Eastern Europe- where the country faces similar challenges of making the forest sector more 
transparent and relevant to the needs of the local people. 

The underlying approach of forest pedagogy is to show more people the natural assets and 
support them in experiencing and reconnecting to nature. Active role of foresters jointly with 
school teachers is crucial, making it different from the traditional environmental education.

Through a set of transborder and international projects (EU, US and Norway funded) both 
foresters and teachers are trained in the methods and tools of forest pedagogy, taking kids to 
their neighboring forests and having them learn about forests in other countries through forest 
camps.

“Having a business background, I 
switched to FORZA in 2004 and since 
then was involved in numerous local 
development projects and cross-border 
actions, focusing on forest-based in-
dustries and rural communities. I coor-
dinated a range of outdoor programs 
and activities for various target groups 
(school kids, students, disabled, forest 
summer camps, forest fest events) and 
forest pedagogy activities, promoting the 
idea of forests as a healthy and friendly 
environment for everyone and anyone 
without restrictions.”

            - Radmila Ustych -
   Ukraine, Seminar Class of 2018

Country: Ukraine
City: Uzhhorod  
Population: 112,447

Figure 8: “Forest friends forever!” – 
these were the farewell words of 40 
children from Ukraine, Slovakia and 
Norway after a week together at a 
forest camp

BECOME A FORESTER FOR ONE DAY
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To date, there is a small collection of forest pedagogy training and didactic materials that mix 
hands-on interactive methods to get children outdoors, explore, have fun and learn about nature: 

- Collection of interactive games “About forest in the forest” - http://forza.org.ua/uk/pro-lis-u-li-
si-zbirka-interaktivnih-igor-chastina-persha and http://forza.org.ua/uk/pro-lis-u-lisizbirka-in-
teraktivnih-igor-chastina-druga

- Manual “Forest Guide” http://forza.org.ua/uk/navchalniy-posibnik-lisoviy-gid-chastina-1  and 
http://forza.org.ua/uk/navchalniy-posibnik-lisoviy-gid-chastina-2 

-Table games games “Associative Memory” and “Take a Guess!”, “Know your birds”, “Know your 
animals” and some fun extra-large interactive exhibits like “Value added chain in forestry” or 
“Compare yourself to the biggest birds of the Carpathians”

-All these tools can be adapted to various ages and objectives.  It can also efficiently supplement 
in-school environmental education.

These programs want to ensure that every child has an opportunity to experience life and learn in 
the natural world.  Led by a professional forester, the children learn in a fun and enjoyable way, 
by making their hands “dirty” with making forest mascots, cooking forest food, measuring trees, 
etc. In the long run, exposure of kids to regular activities in the forest can lead today’s youngsters 
to be tomorrow’s decision-makers.

LIFE LONG LEARNING FOR FORESTERS

Figure 11 (Left): How does a forest feel? 

Figure 9: During Forest Fest 2017.

Figure 10: Different ways to measure a tree: 
at a young Forest Rangers Club meeting.

Figure 12 (Right): Our forest pedagogy 
programs cater to different audiences, 
including those with disabilities as well as 
minorities. 

- The NGO Forza provides non-formal 
education, consultancy, marketing 
support and technical assistance to 
public and private stakeholders for 
the implementation of sustainable, 
multifunctional forest management 
and wood industry development in the 
Carpathian region. 

We have been delivering outdoor 
programs to kids, Forest Fests and 
forest campsthat have enabled people 
to participate free of charge. Over 
the last three years, we have reached 
over 4,000 young and disadvan-
taged people and families across 
our programs, and more than 1,750 
professionals in forestry and forestry 
research. 

Capacity building of professional foresters has been the core competence of FORZA since 2006. 
The approach, promoted by FORZA, is the concept of multi-functional forest management based on 
close to nature silviculture.  It corresponds perfectly to the diverse ecological, economic and social 
needs of the Carpathian Mountains. Practice-oriented trainings provided by FORZA experts are very 
well perceived by forestry professionals because they showcase possibilities to gradually step away 
from currently applied unsustainable management practices.  

Lifelong learning and on-job training of forestry practitioners is crucial in creating a critical 
mass of foresters. The U.S. Forest Service International Programs has been supportive of the 
NGO, as well as participation of FORZA staff in U.S. Forest International Seminars on Watershed 
Management, Climate Change and Urban Forestry & Community Engagement, has contributed 
towards achieving many of these goals. 

All Photos in this article are courtesy of  the Author
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Today most schools do not have enough funds for doing environmental activities and tree planting. 
More importantly, students need to develop ownership of the trees that have been planted.  In 
many cases, trees are destroyed by carelessness and proper maintenance or by recreation. Students 
also lack guidance in maintaining garden and trees around the playground or school premises. 
It was that thought that sparked Green Savers to start creating exciting events to build ownership, 
consciousness and love for environment among children and young generation.

Green Savers Association is an organization,which aims to make Dhaka [in Bangladesh] an ideal 
city to live and to fight climate change by enhancing the functions of plants within this urban 
ecosystem. The organization is working with school children to make their schools green and 
environmentally friendly, through activities such as the establishment of Green Clubs in schools. 
Green Clubs are created and operated by student volunteers. 

These clubs operate their respective “Oxygen Banks,” a funding source for planting trees and 
other environmental activities  on the school premises.Green Clubs work on tree plantations, 
nursing and waste management. The students work to raise awareness on disaster risk, water 
reduction, electricity usage, and the hygienic use of washrooms. They observe environment- 
related days with various competitions such as paintings, drama, debate and wall paper writing.

On my way home, I saw a random school where the students were performing during assembly on 
their ground floor. My heart was burdened, as I remembered our old days, when the schools were 
surrounded by green and trees.  Things are different now.  We are not even able to give some of these 
types of spaces to our future generation. The city does not have enough water bodies, for trees and 
open spaces to be considered livable. 

Even the air quality is gradually worsening, making it hard to inhale due to dust. What we need now is 
access to fresh air and oxygen. So, what should we do especially when large-scale industrial projects 
are being implemented throughout the country forcing numerous trees to be cut down everywhere. 
How do we make people more aware and love the nature around them?  Start small: plant trees and 
keep the country clean.

“ I am the founder of Green Savers, a 
leading organization on urban agri-
culture in Bangladesh. I also initiated 
the idea of Oxygen Bank to engage 
and empower school children in urban 
school gardening. I also initiated the 
Tree Hospital, Plants Doctor and one 
stop roof gardening solutions in the 
most densely populated city in the 
world. I am currently coordinating the 
project Treelionaire with the World 
Economic Forum. I am a Global 
Shaper, US State Alumni and awarded 
with many national & international 
awards for those ground-breaking ini-
tiatives.”

                 - Ahsan Rony -
    Bangladesh, Seminar Class of 2018

Country: Bangladesh
City: Dhaka 
Population: 20 Million

Figure 13 : Installation of Oxygen Bank by 
Green Savers in one of the schools. 
photo courtesy of author

Figure 14 : Rony Ahsan during one of his 
wokrshops with the youth, highlighting the 
importance of greenery in Dhaka city.
photo courtesy of author

OXYGEN BANK FOR LITTLE FARMERS
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These clubs are non-political, non-profitable and secular. Any student from grades six to ten may 
become a member by depositing money into an Oxygen Bank. Oxygen Bank initiative was started 
in 2012. A total of 20 members, including the class captain, are executive members of the club. The 
president is chosen from the tenth grade, and the secretary from ninth grade—both are selected 
on a merit-basis. A Green ambassador, typically the teacher, will coordinate and advise Green Club. 
The committee sits together at least once a month and finalizes the next month’s work schedule. 
Executive members then spread word about the decisions made to other students of his or her class.

Oxygen Banks are boxes made of wood. Anyone who is interested, including teachers, students, and 
parents, can give money which will be used to keep the school green, clean and climate-change resilient. 
Forcible	deposition	 is	 strictly	prohibited.	Green	ambassadors	operate	 the	banks;	 they	open	 the	box	 in	
the presence of executive members of the Green Clubs.

Green ambassadors, along with the students and teachers, use the deposited money to look after the 
plantings.  They coordinate environment activities, such as observing Environment Day, painting, 
debate and other competitions.  They buy environment-related paraphernalia, such as waste bins. They 
plant trees, water the garden and nurse the plants with their own money. In these ways, they not only 
develop ownership, but they learn to manage finances by keeping a strict accounting of the deposited 
money and expenses. 

In 2012, four Oxygen Banks were set up. The following year, ten were set up.  Then in 2015, the success 
of the Oxygen Bank led to replication of the project by The Department of Environment of Bangladesh 
in government schools. In 2015, Save The Children came forward to support this initiative and took this 
model to rural schools.  Currently, Green Savers Association has established Green Clubs and Oxygen 
Banks in 400 schools throughout the country, with 100 of these inside Dhaka. Trees and plants were also 
planted on the rooftops of 136 schools.

Green Savers has also organized other events, such as a Mobile Plant Clinic and Plants’ Doctor, Tree 
Hospital, Campaign Against Polythene, Oxygen Bank and School Gardening, Green Summit, Human 
Chain, etc. We have two mobile plant clinics in Dhaka. For our work, we received the Prime Minister’s 
Award for contributing to the environment in 2013, Joy Bangla Youth Award in 2015 and Nature Care 
Award 2016.

Figure 15 & 16: Funds collected by school 
students, teachers and parents for Oxygen 
Bank.
photo courtesy of author

Figure 17: Students donating money to the 
Oxygen Bank.
photo courtesy of author

“ We have planted trees on 4,100 
rooftops in the city. Rooftop gardening 
is not that expensive. People can build 
water collection tanks for water and 
use kitchen waste as fertilizer. We help 

people with setting up all that “ 

                   - Ahsan Rony - 



16

SPOTLIGHTS

BEYOND TREES - INTERNATIONAL SEMINAR ON URBAN FORESTRY & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Community engagement is a way of ensuring that community members have access to valued 
social settings and activities, feel that they are able to contribute meaningfully to those activities, 
and develop functional capabilities that enable them to participate fully.The urban forest is not 
for	decoration;	it’s	important	for	the	well-being	of	the	city	and	its	people.	By	maintaining	our	city	
forest we are helping the health of the entire community, and providing crucial habitats to the 
urban environment.

Stakeholder and Community-level Engagement:

We explored ways to engage communities, other public land users, and even private land owners 
in sustainable management of natural resources in an urban setting. 

City Greening and Disaster Mitigation:

Green infrastructure can provide enormous environmental and health benefits, such as improved 
air and water quality, reducing stormwater runoff, and even wildlife habitat connectivity. 
Seminar participants will interact with organizations that incorporate green spaces into their 
planning design to increase resiliency to natural disasters and to make cities more livable.

Economic Value of Trees in Urban Spaces: 

i-Tree tool was introduced to us by Jason Henning from the Davey Institute in Chicago, Illinois. 
and STEW-MAP was introduced to us by Dr. Erika Svendsen of the New York City Urban Field 
Station. These platforms allow users to quantify, map, and analyze urban trees and stewardship 
groups, which can be used to create powerful narratives that can influence policy.

As a GIS  Specialist, I take the lead in Spatial data capture and analysis in promoting the City 
Land-use Plan 2018-2026 - Climate Disaster Risk Assessment(CDRA) and Forest Landuse Plan 
in General Santos.  I also take the lead in Spatial data capture and analysis in Community Based 
Monitoring System.  I conduct Geographic Information System(GIS) trainings on using “Open 
Source Software –QGIS, Post greSql-Postgis, GeoServer for Web Application” , Open Data Kit and 
i-Tree tool at schools and universities and for city personnel, Provincial Government Units and 
National Agencies.

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARIBETH CASTEN
 Philippines, Seminar Class of 2018

Figure 18: Beth and trainee during spatial data 
capture
photo courtesy of author

General Santos, Philippines
Population:  594,446
Land mass in hectares: 
Forest Land: 30,273    
Alienable & Disposable:23,332

Health Benefits:
•It is a good source of energy
•Acts as a natural anti-depressant
•Promotes healthy bones and teeth
•Delays aging
•Maintains a healthy digestive system 
 blood sugar  levels, blood pressure
•Encourage platelet production

Favoriote Tree: Durian 

Q- What is your current role?  

Q- Why do you think engaging communities and urban forestry is important?

Q- What 3 key messages or approaches did you take away from the seminar?
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Yes, during my college days, about 24 years ago, I was a mountain climber and I founded a 
Mountaineering club, the Mount Apo Research Climber Organization(MARCO POLO), in Davao 
City, Philippines where I finished my Bachelor’s Degree. Our Mission was to protect nature and 
help educate people living in the forest. I had to stop this activity when I got married and then 
was employed at Local Government of General Santos City. But this time, I’m back! I’m planning 
to climb again Mt. Apo, the highest peak in the Philippines, next year, 2020. I want to be in the 
forest again.

Young people can play an active role in protecting and improving the environment. They can 
change their lifestyle and how it affects the environment. Youth are the backbone of the nation. 
They can change the future of the society with their well-being and courageous behavior.

This is a wake-up call for all the youths all over the world , the time is now, our future is in our 
hands. Let us arise and work towards our future. Engage in the community and be a young 
advocate for trees.

Figure 19: Beth during spatial data capture
photo courtesy of author

Figure 20: Beth during one of her GIS trainings
photo courtesy of author

CAREER BACKGROUND:

•	I	started	at	City	Planning	Office	in	1997.

•	 I	became	a	GIS	Expert	year	 in	2000,	when	I	started	 learning	the	different	softwares	of	GIS	and	
applied the technology in my work.

•	I	am	member	of	the	Technical	Working	Group	of	City	Landuse	Plan,	Environmental	Code,	Forest	
Land-use Plan, Local Public Transport Route Plan, Eco-Tourism and Road Map-DENR National.

•	I	became	GIS	Consultant	in	2004.

•	It	feels	good	to	work	with	love,	passion	and	help	people.

EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND:

•	I	took	3	years	in	B.S	Computer	Engineering	at	University	of	Immaculate	Conception,	Davao	City,	
Philippines

•	I	graduated	B.S	Electrical	Engineering	at	University	of	Mindanao	–Engineering	Department,	
Davao City, Philippines

Q-Did you always want to be in forestry?  Tell us about your educational and career 
background.  If forestry wasn’t your goal, what influenced you to enter into this field?

Q- What do you want to say to the young people around the world?
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Four years ago, Naomi saw the beating heart of Daphnia magna. The 
twelve-year-old turned the knobs and threw the switches on a research 
microscope, discovering that the small crustacean hid a wondrous, 
living anatomy. Utterly fascinated, she spent 45 minutes peppering 
biologist and BioBus Chief Scientist Dr. Latasha Wright with question 
after question. But with curiosity, expert guidance, and a state-of-the-art 
microscope, Naomi was able to answer many of those questions herself. It 
was her first time boarding a BioBus Mobile Lab, her first glimpse into the 
microscopic world, and her first experience as a scientist.

The next month, Naomi joined a weekly Saturday Science course at a BioBus community lab on 
Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Now, Naomi spent twenty hours in a research-grade lab where she 
developed her scientific skills alongside professional scientists. She immersed herself in the 
scientific process: asking questions, contributing her opinion, and helping other students during 
hands-on experiments. When she made a discovery, her interest and confidence grew. When she 
erred, BioBus scientist-mentors helped Naomi understand the value of mistakes and persistence, 
and that her curiosity and enthusiasm are, in fact, the most important ingredients of science. 

Now a high school student, Naomi loves physics and astronomy. She continues to pursue science 
as a paid BioBus-Regeneron intern, conducting her very own research project and serving as a role 
model for younger students. Naomi and Zoe, another BioBus intern, designed and built a fully 
functional fluorescence microscope from a DIY microscope kit invented by BioBus Ph.D. scientist 
Francesca Anselmi. They used the microscope to explore the brain, examining samples from mice 
and fruit flies. 

A paper describing their work was accepted for presentation at the international SPIE optics and 
photonics conference (Grier, Soddu, Kenyatta, Odame, Sanders, Wright &Anselmi, 2018). With 
unlimited resources, Naomi explained she would take inspiration from the way plants use solar 
energy to make a new, more efficient solar panel for use in parts of the world where electricity 
is scarce but sunlight is abundant. Naomi wants to “increase access to science for everyone, 
especially other girls because we need more women in science.”

Naomi is right, and BioBus helps her pursue her dream every day. We work tirelessly to increase 
science access, engagement, and excitement, by focusing on populations historically excluded 
from the scientific conversation. Founded in 2008 by a scientist who bought an old transit bus and 
filled it with microscopes and scientists, BioBus has delivered advanced science education to over 
260,000 students. In the next three years, we will reach over 200,000 more, creating a new kind 
of scientific community in New York City that will help all students fulfill their scientific potential 
by supporting them on their scientific pathway from kindergarten through college.

BioBus is also working to provide that same access to science, conservation and stewardship by 
working closely with the U.S. Forest Service International Programs on inspiring similar mobile 
classrooms around the world.

HOW TO BUILD YOUR SCIENCE ECOSYSTEM
By: Ben Dubin-Thaler - Ph.D., Executive Director of BioBus Mobile Lab

The U.S. Forest Service works closely with BioBus 
Mobile Lab (New York City) and Eureka! (Jordan) 
to provide young people of all ages with access to 
science and conservation education.
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The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is a water-poor country with 
limited green areas.  It has considerable biodiversity, beautiful 
landscapes and a strong network of protected areas.  There is a 
strong need to engage young people in learning about and caring 
for the environment in Jordan. Therefore, Eureka! aims to reach 
youth in areas with financial economic limitations. Eureka! travels 
throughout Jordan, and its small staff coordinates with local 
schools and organizations within the communities that don’t have 
much resources and equipment to implement a solid curriculum. 
The team at Eureka! allows students to have a hands-on 
exploration of the subjects, such as environmental challenges. 

This  may  hopefully inspire many of them to be advocates for nature within their communities 
and lead them to enhanced interest in careers in the environment and engagement with the 
natural world.  The U.S. Forest Service International Programs and BioBus continue to work 
closely with the Eureka!  team by conducting training on inquiry-based learning theory and 
methodologies that can strengthen the Eureka! curriculum.

Eureka!, as part of The Jordanian Hashemite Fund for Human Development’s 51 community 
development centers across the country, works with local university students, who act as 
volunteers. Together, they implement the conservation science programs primarily at schools, 
both public and private. The collaborations with these centers, universities and schools 
enrich the program as they provide a diversity of backgrounds from young people as well as 
wide variety of ideas. In turn, the volunteers promote educational curriculum and hands-on 
experiences and also help sustain the Eureka! mission. 

Modeled after the BioBus in New York City, Eureka!  allows young people to learn about how solar 
and wind power atop the bus runs most of the power inside the vehicle.  It brings conservation 
messages across Jordan to help protect the environment, through festivals, sessions, exhibits, 
live experiments (rainfall simulator) and interactive games located on smart tablets in the 
inside of the bus.  The bus highlights various subjects, such as different types of energy, 
insects, and groundwater.

The labs encourage students to think creatively and scientifically, through activities that are 
engaging	and	easy	to	lead;	with	the	goal	of	inspiring	them	about	science	and	the	environment,	
building their knowledge and skills and encouraging experimentation and exploration. The 
focus on science and integration of environmental and conservation themes and ethics in 
communities will hopefully help inspire Jordan’s youth and may lead to enhanced interest in 
careers in the sciences and/or environment.

In three years, Eureka! has reached over 52,000 young people and communities across the 
country, including those from other nationalities as well as those at refugee settlements.

By: Salam Yousef -  Jordan, Seminar Class of 2017

THE JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY: “EUREKA!”

In 2011, the U.S. Forest Service International Programs 
identified BioBus as a potential source of assistance for 
the Eureka!  Mobile Science Lab, only a concept at the 
time. Ben Dubin-Thaler, a scientist and founder of BioBus, 
was able to lend the experience he had gained building 
his first mobile lab, experience that helped Eureka! build 
their program more quickly. As both BioBus and Eureka! 
was built and deployed, additional BioBus scientists had 
the opportunity to assist in Jordan as well as remotely, 
helping the Eureka! team build new curriculum and 
optimize operations. 

BioBus approaches its students with the concept of 
mutual	aid;	both	teacher	and	student	impart	wisdom	and	
knowledge on each other. The same has been true between 
BioBus, Eureka!, and the Forest Service, in that BioBus 
has learned an enormous amount about its own mission 
and operations through the process of formalizing our 
approach in order to show it to others. The U.S. Forest 
Service is expert at facilitating these interactions, setting 
both BioBus and Eureka!  up for success by letting our  
organizations take the lead and address the most 
pressing issues.
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REDISCOVERING NATURE IN CHICAGO
By: Michael Rizo - Program Specialist - U.S. Forest Service International Programs

About Michael Rizo  

Michael Rizo has worked in various capacities for the U.S. Forest 

Service since 2001. Presently, he is working as a community 

partnership specialist for the Office of International Programs 

where he designs and coordinates outreach, education, and 

capacity building projects with community-level partners. Much 

of this work involves the encouragement of broader participa-

tion in conservation programming through targeted training, 

especially as it relates to habitat of migratory species. In essence, 

charismatic species such as monarch butterflies and birds are 

used as vehicles to increase interest in conservation programs 

that also benefit people. He works with non-governmental 

organizations, universities, museums, and nature centers to 

build networks in the US and abroad. Michael Rizo is one of the 

coordinators of the International Seminar on Urban Forestry and 

Community Engagement.

Imagine a community on the south side of Chicago, a 
community in need of resources, a community with many 
challenges and social issues. Outsiders want to define this 
neighborhood by the reports of violence and gang activity seen 
in the news.

Take a closer look and you can also see a dynamic & resilient community, distinguished 
by people who are determined, energetic—and who have a vision for their future. One local 
leader, Craig Chico, said it best. He affirmed that his is not a “defeated community, devoid of 
hope, potential, and goodness. Violence does not define us!” The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) 
agrees—and found a partner school in the heart of this community, Seward Communication Arts 
Academy, that embodies Craig Chico’s words.

Seward is a vibrant school defined by the character of its teachers, staff, and most importantly, 
the students. Their motto is “We are comfortable. We are respected. We are safe. We are loved 
at Seward.” The students believe and experience this motto on a daily basis.

How can the U.S. Forest Service foster an appreciation of nature in this community? Other than 
some trees along the street, Seward has no green space. Outdoor recreation takes place on a 
paved parking lot. On the school grounds, students have little exposure to nature. 

The first step, as defined by the partners, was to strengthen the environmental science 
program and connect children with nature. Initially, this consisted of presentations on 
conservation to students in classrooms. Nevertheless, the question remained, did this actually 
expose children to nature? No! As interesting as these presentations were, they only exposed 
children to lectures about nature.

What these first visits offered, however, was an outstanding opportunity for the U.S. Forest 
Service to observe, listen, and learn more about Seward, especially about the needs of the 
school and the community itself. Over time, trust and a strong relationship were built.

Interestingly, the teachers and students knew more than they had realized. With the majority 
of the families having origins in Mexico, elements were added to the partnership that were 
both educationally and culturally relevant to their background. Everyone was encouraged to 
recognize and hone the skills that they already had, and they were encouraged to use new 
ideas and concepts in their own way.

Figure 21: Seward teacher Rosa Ramirez relates how 
her students utilize the garden space as an outdoor 
classroom during the 2018 International Seminar on 
Urban Forestry.

Credit: Nora Mishler, U.S. Forest Service
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The partners identified that one of the challenges for many families is the lack of adequate resources to 
travel to natural areas such as forests and parks. This intensified U.S. Forest Service efforts to encourage 
students to discover that nature does exist in their own neighborhood. The teachers of Seward agreed, 
and a program was developed where live animals such as hawks, owls, and bats were brought to the 
school. 

Jo Santiago of the U.S. Forest Service regularly gives presentations with live birds of prey, and probably 
more important, she skillfully associates the needs of birds to the lives of the children. Children and birds 
both need respect, a safe and comfortable environment, and green spaces. Some of the same species that 
can be found right outside of the school are brought into the classroom.

The impact of these interactions with live animals has been spectacular! The children at Seward easily 
related to Jo, who also grew up in a neighborhood similar to theirs, and her presentation stimulated 
their thinking about how simple practices, even in their own neighborhood, can benefit both wildlife and 
people.

Rosa Ramirez, a 4th grade teacher at Seward, shares, “I grew up in this community. When I became a 
teacher, I knew I wanted to teach in my neighborhood. I’ve been teaching at Seward for 15 years and I 
plan on retiring from Seward. While growing up here with a family of 10, I can truly say that we never got 
out much. The only trees in my life were at the park or around the block, and no, I never went to visit a 
forest preserve as a child. Having a partnership with the U.S. Forest Service has not only increased my 
students’ experience with nature, but mine as well. They have given us the opportunity to enhance our 
teaching and provide more learning opportunities for our students.” 

The	U.S.	Forest	Service	never	told	Seward	teachers	what	they	needed	to	learn;	the	teachers	told	the	U.S.	
Forest Service what they wanted to learn. As the partnership grew, the teachers shared that water quality 
was an issue of importance, so specialized training was developed by another key USFS partner, the 
Chicago Academy of Sciences / Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum.

The Nature Museum team developed the exciting Chicago River Explorers Program for Seward’s 7th grade 
students. The program uses water as the primary tool for teaching about the natural ecosystems in 
Chicago, in the classroom and during a field trip to the museum. River Explorers culminates with a field 
investigation at a local natural area where students can step into a shallow stream and connect what 
they already have learned in the classroom to the natural environment.

Figure 22: Jo Santiago of the U.S. Forest Service 
introduces a Seward student to an eastern 
screech owl.

Credit: Michael Rizo, U.S. Forest Service

Figure 23: Seward Teachers Nancy Ibarra and 
Teresita Alcantar participate in the University of 
Minnesota North American Monarch Institute 
with a colleague from Chicago.

Credit: Michael Rizo, U.S. Forest Service
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Additionally, the U.S. Forest Service provides scholarships annually for Seward teachers 
to attend professional development training at the University of Minnesota to learn about 
conservation of monarch butterflies, citizen science, and using the schoolyard as an outdoor 
classroom. Seward’s teachers are able interact with other teachers from throughout the United 
States, Mexico, and Canada. 

Finally, how do we solve the problem of having no green space on the school grounds? Enter 
another partner, Holy Cross Church, which is across the street from the school. The church 
has a small garden, and the teachers and students are encouraged to utilize it as an outdoor 
classroom and science laboratory. Students regularly plant habitat for monarch butterflies and 
migratory birds, and members of the community enjoy the flowers planted by the children. 

The church garden ties everything together. It fosters a direct connection to nature, and it 
allows teachers and students to put in to practice what they learned through this partnership. 
At the larger level, it allows everyone to contribute to conservation, and these contributions 
travel well beyond the boundaries of this community.

Nancy Ibarra, who teaches 7th and 8th grade science, recounts, “Our partnership has given 
us the resources and guidance to partner with other members of our community to provide 
culturally meaningful events surrounding environmental science. One example is celebrating 
Día del Niño, a very popular day of celebration in Mexican culture, with ecological science 
activities in the Holy Cross Church garden.”

Through the International Seminar on Urban Forestry and Community Engagement, Seward 
annually hosts visitors from over 25 countries from around the world. The successes of 
this partnership serve as an excellent example of one way to build and maintain a strong            
community-level network. The seminar also allows the teachers and students of Seward to 
meet conservation professionals from around the globe. 

What is probably more remarkable, is that it allows Seward to influence these visitors by 
sharing their story of how they created a love for nature in their own community. The students 
of Seward can now add to their motto “We inspire people around the world!”

Figure 24: Seward students sing a song 
about nature to the participants of the 2018 
International Seminar on Urban Forestry.

Credit: Kristin Corcoran, U.S. Forest Service
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With support of the U.S. Forest Service International Programs and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID), the seminar brought together 21 participants from 16 
countries worldwide, representing Africa, Central, North and South America, Eastern Europe 
and Southeast Asia. Participants came from a wide variety of backgrounds, working as 
natural resources project managers, foresters, program management specialists, executive 
directors of sustainable development programs,  economic specialists, agricultural specialists, 
environmental and watershed specialist,  natural resources monitoring and evaluation specialists, 
civil society and human rights leaders and more.

As a participant, the seminar constituted a unique opportunity for me to learn from a variety 
of people experienced in other disciplines from around the world, but also to better understand 
and concretely experiment urban forestry concepts and related topics, such as city greening, 
water and land restoration, river and industrial ecosystem restoration and management, food 
security and health, environmental justice and social change and conservation education.

Through field visits and interactions with communities from various city neighbourhood 
such as Brownfields and Gary in Chicago and Indiana, but also, Bronx and east Harlem in New 
York, we learned how cities and primary communities could be resilient to changes over time. 
The capacity of resiliency appeared to be linked to the attachment people have with their 
surrounding vital space but also their effort to understand and interact with their environment.

Some initiatives with a concrete possibility of replication in Cameroon really captured my 
attention as they specifically targeted youth in general. For example, Biobus/BioBase[of New 
York City] showed a unique way of bringing sciences to the grassroot level, making it accessible 
for all students. 

To build the capacity of professionals working on different topics related to the urban 
environment, an international seminar on urban forestry and community engagement was 
organized from June 4th to 16th, 2018, in Chicago and New York.  The seminar aimed at 
preparing participants to address the challenges and  opportunities  posed   by urban natural 
resource management and the roles played by communities to preserve that environment.

Also, some iconic animals and place—like the monarch butterfly and Bronx River, respectively—were 
used to [inspire] environmental education while building youth connection with their environment 
as well as connecting families and communities.

Back in Cameroon, where cities are facing several issues linked with high demography growth, 
anarchic urbanization and poverty, there is hope that targeting youth environmental associations 
could make a difference. Most of my efforts are now focusing on making it happen. 

“ I am the U.S. Forest Service Country 
Coordinator in Cameroon.  I was born 
in Cameroon, one of the most forested 
countries in central Africa. With my 
forestry and ecology background, I 
have been involved in several inter-
disciplinary research projects across 
Central Africa, studying tropical forest 
dynamic and threatened plants species 
for conservation. I am a co-author of 
books for plant conservation but also 
new species of tropical plants. 
I coordinated climate change projects 
for international NGO’s such as the 
Wildlife Conservation Society and the 
World Bank” 

    - Olivier Sene -
Cameroon Seminar Class of 2018

              

Country: Cameroon
City: Yaounde 
Population: 1.3 Million

SAVING URBAN ENVIRONMENTS WORLDWIDE
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ADAPTING TO CLIMATE CHANGE

My last duty as an employee of FAO was to oversee the youth activities at the World Forum on Urban 
Forests. The main goal of the activities was to give youth a chance to be heard.  Thanks to the 
collaboration of several youth organizations, such as International Forestry Student Association 
(IFSA), ELASA and AUSF Italia, that objective was reached.

In 2015, when I was 23 years old, and Ficus was just established in Lima, I already started thinking 
about the idea of making young people heard. When we started the organization, we realized 
that there were limited opportunities for supporting young individuals’ initiatives, and other 
like-minded youth groups were encountering a similar scenario. Even though Ficus eventually 
managed to get funded, other organizations were not as fortunate. This was why, when I first spoke 
with IFSA, we wanted to create a space not only for students but also for young professionals/
entrepreneurs to exchange and share their ideas an international sphere.

We managed to bring together 87 youth participants from different disciplines and from 26 
different countries. In one activity, we gave groups of participants a focal city (Bogota, Melbourne, 
and Mantua) with its current challenges.  Together, the group had to present possible solutions for 
mitigating problems to critics, such as the FAO Forestry Director, the President of the International 
Society of Arboriculture and the President of Arbor Day Foundation.

For someone who grew up in Peru, it was striking to speak with practitioners of urban forestry from 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, especially because terms used in urban forestry are not recognized 
south of the Equator.

From November 28 – December 3, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) hosted the first World Forum on 
Urban Forests in Mantova, Italy.  Practitioners, researchers, students and others interested in the field of urban forestry gathered to 
exchange ideas, learn about innovative projects and ideas and strengthen networks.  

Representing the United States, the U.S. Forest Service led a small delegation to the forum, where Agency research and innovations 
were shared. In addition, several alumni—from Canada, Colombia, Philippines, Mexico, Egypt, Ukraine and Tanzania—of the 
International Seminar on Urban Forestry and Community Engagement also attended.  The day before commencement of the forum, 
A Youth Participation Day was organized.  Abdallah Tawfik from Cairo, Egypt, was one of the key speakers.  Lida Aljabar, United States, 
and Diego Alonso, Peru, join Abdallah in sharing their thoughts below.

“ I am a Peruvian, who studied environmental 
science in Australia. I returned to my country after 
receiving my Bachelor’s degree. In 2015,my 
colleagues and I founded an NGO called Ficus.
We wanted to promote sustainable projects in 
the slums of Lima. We received support from the 
Australian embassy in Peru, Grupo Credicorp, & 
other organizations.  The following year, I was 
offered a scholarship by the Konrad Adenauer 
Stiftung to start a Master’s degree at The Technical 
University of Munich. After a year in the graduate 
program, I moved to Rome to start working for the 
urban forest and  agroforestry group at the FAO 
in Rome, Itay. Since mid-December in 2018, I 
have been back in Munich, finishing my graduate 
program. I expect to be finished in April.”

            - Diego Alonso - Peru -

ENHANCING GLOBAL YOUTH COLLABORATION AT 
THE WORLD FORUM ON URBAN FORESTS

Figure 25: Diego and youth representatives from 
IFSA, ELASA & AUSF Italia during the WFUF
photos courtesy of Lorenzo Fellin

REFLECTIONS

DIEGO ALONSO, PERU , FORMER FAO EMPLOYEE
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Instead, the use of grey infrastructure (buildings, streets, bridges, etc.) is often the main 
solution for cities. For instance, I was raised in Lima, Peru, believing that nature is restricted to 
jungles, and cities are only composed of concrete materials. That is why I could empathize with 
a youth entrepreneur from Egypt, who had also mentioned that it was hard for him, as a kid, to 
imagine the concept of a forest in Cairo.  Both Cairo and Lima are deserts. These similarities and 
differences created a beautiful situation, where worldwide practitioners could learn from each 
other. Thus, it is necessary to keep promoting these spaces to start looking at cities in a different 
way, in a way where nature and human connection can overcome societal problems. 

My last message is that collaborative work, as little as it may be, can have far greater impacts than 
single actions. The event was successful because it included the help of different organizations 
working towards a common goal. This is true for urban forests, as for our collective societal 
challenges ahead. 

Special thanks to Damiano Cilio and AnnebelSoer (IFSA), Valeria Barchiesi (former colleague at 
UN-FAO), and of course to Simone Borelli and Michela Conigliaro (UN-FAO).

“What does the word ‘forest’ mean to you?” This was the first question posed at the Youth 
Entrepreneurs‘ Panel at the World Forum on Urban Forests (WFUF) Youth Participation Day in 
December 2018. I pondered what this word meant to me when I was growing up and how that had 
evolved to my understanding today.

Each of us on the panel shared contrasting experiences, yet one theme was consistent: where 
forests may have once been associated with something ‘other than’ or ‘away from’ our everyday 
environments, they are today more so considered to be integrated in our daily life experiences, 
bothclose to and far from home.

We explored these themes and others with the incredible group of students and young professionals 
throughout the remainder of the youth activities at WFUF – applying them to build solutions to real 
problems in real cities.The insights from such a forward-thinking and diverse group of individuals 
were inspiring.   

This day of activities demonstrated the importance of youth engagement in urban forestry (and the 
broader field of sustainable development) in two primary ways: 

My participation in the WFUF Youth Activities has given me hope that, in the future, urban forestry 
is not a niche field, and it will be accessible to diverse practitioners.  The path to urban forestry and 
allied professions is different for everyone.  By convening young people in interdisciplinary and 
interactive sessions like this, urban forestry initiatives may see the broad-based support needed to 
the challenge at scale.

•	 First, we have so much to learn from younger generations.  These individuals are the ones 
who can make this work relevant for the future.  With global populations increasingly urban 
and technologically connected, people’s conceptualization of forestry and green space are 
different from those of earlier generations.  By engaging across generations, we can use 
these insights to constantly shed new light on the challenges and hopefully illuminate novel 
solutions.

•	 Second, when young people are brought to the table as partners and creators, they think big.  
The active imagination that seems to fade as professionals advance in service and careers is 
alive and uninhibited in younger generations, particularly students.  With global challenges 
like climate change so threatening, complex and vast, we can’t afford not to be bold.

“ I have a passion for all things people, place 
and environment. Trained in urban planning and 
natural resources, I bring this passion to bear for 
some of New York City’s most vulnerable coastal 
communities as a Senior Resiliency Planner. 
Previously, I ran the Climate-Smart Cities program 
at The Trust for Public Land, supporting climate- 
action planning and green infrastructure initiatives 
across the United States. I have led or supported 
a range of urban forestry initiatives, worked as 
a city planner in the Washington, DC area, and  
conducted environmental justice and development 
research in the U.S. and Caribbean.”

                  - Lida Al Jabar - USA - 

ENHANCING GLOBAL YOUTH COLLABORATION AT 
THE WORLD FORUM ON URBAN FORESTS

Figure 26: Diego presenting the panel of judges 
before announcing the winning team
photo courtesy of author

Figure 27: Lida speaking to youth during the WFUF
photo courtesy of Lorenzo Fellin

LIDA AL JABAR , USA , SR. RESILIENCY PLANNER

REFLECTIONS
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ABDALLAH TAWFIC, EGYPT, SEMINAR CLASS OF 2018

I was invited by the World Forum on Urban Forests to speak about urban forestry in my country, 
Egypt.  As contradicting as it sounds, I live in a country, where 90 % of the land is desert!

Egypt is an arid country with minimal rain fall and a precipitation rate averaging between 
3.7 mm to 0 (in the south of the country). No natural forests can occur in the climatic and 
topographic patterns of Egypt.  Egypt has only very few scattered natural mangroves that have 
evolved by the shores of the Red Sea, East of Luxor.  Mangrove trees usually thrive intropical 
and subtropical climates, primarily on the coasts of Africa, the Americas, the Caribbean, Asia 
and Australia. Fewer than one hundred species of mangrove trees have been identified in the 
world, two species of which are found in Egypt. These existing mangroves are –despite their 
official protection- threatened due to the unsustainable and intensive development along the 
shoreline of the Red Sea. 

The realization of the word “forest” for me as a child was a faraway place that doesn’t exist in 
our lands. When I used to travel outside Cairo I always wondered, why there were fewer trees and 
greenery during my journey, compared to what I could find in the city. 

The increasing rate of urbanization, the spread of concrete jungles, and the growing need for 
urban trees and greens allow for concepts like urban forests to evolve. I have also realized 
that there is no specific definition for the word “forest,” given that there are more than 250 
worldwide. The general definition, according to the FAO, is “aland with tree canopy cover of 
more than 10% and area of more than 0.5 hectares (ha) and the trees should be able to reach 
a minimum height of 5 meters (m) at maturity in situ.” Nowadays forests can exist in different 
settings and locations, beyond topographic constraints.  

The fact that a “forest” has been defined in many ways reflects upon the diversity of forests and 
forest ecosystems in the world and of the diversity of human approaches to forests.

Defining the word forest is based on a dynamic understanding of where the forest is and who 
defines it. A forester or an environmentalist understands, defines ,values and assesses a 
forest based on different criteria compared to an economist or a politician, for example. The 
term forests is no longer exclusive to my childhood image, and my understanding has changed 
through time—from a rigid, global and static concept to a more resilient and dynamic definition 
that includes new and contemporary forestation approaches, which can thrive no matter where 
we live on our planet.

Figure 28: Egypt’s Natural Mangroves by 
the Red Sea shore
Photo courtesy of flickr

“I am originally an architect, who worked in 
architectural consultancies for 6 years. after 
receiving my Master’s degree in Resource 
Efficiency  in  Architecture & Planning, I decided 
to shift my career to applied research and 
community development on different 
sustainability topics. I am currently working as 
a Technical Professional at the German 
International Cooperation (GIZ) in the 
Participatory Infrastructure Program in urban 
areas (PIP).
I am also one of the Co-founders of Urban 
Greens, a dynamic startup that aim to promote 
the practices and education of Urban 
Agriculture in the growing city of Cairo.“

          -  Abdallah Tawfic - Egypt -

REFLECTIONS
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ADAPTING PAST SEMINAR PARTICIPANTS SHARE INSIGHTS FROM 
WORLD FORUM ON URBAN FORESTS

“Be open to diverse opportunities and where they may lead you, intellectually and geographically. Participate in projects and conversations that 
make you uncomfortable so that you expand and enhance your knowledge and perspectives. Lastly, there is much to learn from those who came 
before	us;	respect	past	processes	and	actively	listen	to	others.”

Dr. Adrina C. Bardekjian, Canada, Seminar Class 2017

“The First World Forum on Urban Forests is awe-inspiring and inarguably educational. It provided me with adequate learnings and practices 
from a diverse panel of expert resource speakers. I call upon the youth of today to be active and participate more often in environment-inspired 
programs like that of the World Forum on Urban Forestry. Engage and learn now, because you will be investing in health.  You cannot buy good 
health, even if you have all the money in the world! To our youth in different parts of the world, enjoy the beneficial experience of innumerable 
environmental activities!”  

Carlo Benitez Gomez, Philippines, Seminar Class 2017

“I learned that almost all cities in the world face similar urban forests challenges as the result of high population rate, due to rural-urban 
migrations, unplanned expansion of settlements, commercial development and industrialization in urban areas, which led for rapid depletion of 
tree cover in urban areas, which contribute a lot to climate change. It was learned that women and children suffer a lot from the impact of climate 

change, because are poorly engaged in the development of policies and plans to mitigate and adaptation of climate change issues. It is crucial 
that mitigation and adaptation efforts integrate gender issues at all level. I remember one of the key note speakers insisted that we 

There is increase use of social media and other information technologies by youth for communication and finding solutions for various issues 
in the world. I encourage young generations to use these technologies to develop solutions for urban forest challenges, promote urban forest 

conservation and enhance collaboration among youth worldwide”

Elida Fundi, Tanzania, Seminar Class of 2017

“I learned that many of the environmental challenges we face as a society today are a consequence of our resource-intensive urban lifestyle. If we 
take into account that in the next 30 years the number of people living in cities is going to double, we really have to sit down and think about how 

we can change the way we do things to move towards a sustainable future in our cities.

Fortunately, at the Forum I realized that there are many initiatives that are beginning to gestate, develop and implement solutions to these 
challenges in many cities around the world. It was very inspiring to see the number of people concerned and giving up their knowledge, 

creativity, courage, and passion to conserve and manage urban ecosystems and to investigate the implications that this has for the resilience of 
urban areas and the quality of life of their inhabitants. 

The struggle for a sustainable planet will be lost or won in cities. That’s where we need to focus our attention. Every initiative counts, every small 
change adds up. Start locally and start now!  To do this we must reach out to all kinds of communities in cities, this cannot be done from the top 

down. People must feel that they are taken into account and that by adopting these solutions they are part of a better future.”

- Rossana Landa Perera, Mexico, Seminar Class of 2018

“Leave no one behind.”
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