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Earth, Air, and Ocean Month
by Christina Baldwin and Ann Linnea

April in the northern hemisphere is a time of budding, sprouting, longer days of rain and sun. Nature’s exuberant
rebirth invites us to run outside and join in with our own rejuvenation. Vibrant flowers, blossoming fruit and
ornamental trees color the greened landscape in city and countryside! Farm markets reopen. Parks and playgrounds
come alive with children running off housebound energy. People gather at southerly beaches with picnic baskets and
sand toys. Lawns are mowed. Gardens are planted. Out comes the patio furniture. Migrating birds return to summer
nesting grounds. Standing outside on a warming April day it is hard not to be optimistic.

Fifty-four years ago, the first nationally designated Earth Day (April 22, 1970) was organized in the United States.
Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson and California Representative Pete McCloskey wanted to bring environmental issues
to the forefront of political action. They reached out and hired student activist, Denis Hayes, who dropped out of
Harvard to organize a national, campus-centered, celebratory protest and educational event. The results were
astounding. Twenty-two million Americans participated in that inaugural Earth Day, and millions of them stayed
active, founding the modern environmental movement. One of them was Ann Linnea, a junior biology major at Iowa
State University. This inspiring event - speeches, parades, rallies and teach-ins - secured Ann’s dedication to a
lifetime of service to the earth. A dedication she is still fulfilling.

(Photo below by Ann Linnea: May 2015 Seattle Kayak Protest — Ann participated with other climate activists in protesting Shell Oil
sending a drilling rig to the Arctic. See her archived blog post about it here.)

The first Earth Day occurred in the midst of a time of renewed attention to environmental concerns. The Clean Air Act
was passed in 1963. The Wilderness Act followed in 1964. The National Environmental Policy Act passed in 1970 and
the Endangered Species Act followed in 1973. It was a time of tremendous excitement and change on behalf of the
earth and the U.S. Congress was working together to get a lot of things done.
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Though facing stagnation, high oil prices and importation, President Jimmy Carter (tenure 1976-81) enacted a
national energy policy designed for long-term energy conservation and the development of alternative resources. He
instituted the Department of Energy into the Cabinet and had solar panels installed on the White House roof. (Ronald
Reagan took them down. Barack Obama put new ones back!)

And where are we today?

- We have global awareness that human-caused climate change is endangering the planet and all its inhabitants and
systems.

- We have more than a half-century of scientific research, lawmaking, and court cases that support rules and
regulations protecting the earth, air, and ocean.

- Dominant culture is finally starting to reckon with our need to learn from the indigenous peoples of this
continent who survived thousands of years in sophisticated social and agricultural cultures that sustained
people, animals, and land practices.

- Environmental organizations, like Greenpeace, have a track-record of successful earth activism ranging from a
moratorium on whale killing, to the closure of drilling leases in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and taking
on reduction of single-use plastic on a global scale.

And we have a significant proportion of the population willing to do something! In 1970, 10% of the population
stepped up for education and action. Today, 63% of Americans see climate change impacting their own communities
and want greater governmental response. Each of us in our own ways, in our own communities, in our own families
CAN make a difference to the earth’s health right where we live. We can speak up about the importance of saving a
corner lot, a city park, or a population of local birds. We can push on the recycling system to make sure it works and
is expanding. We push on companies to stop encasing products in plastic, styrofoam, excessive packaging (Europe
does this and lives a modern life-style—we can too!). Even if our politics differ, we can find areas of commonality to
share a community pea-patch, water one another’s geraniums, pick up litter.

The earth needs our support forever. And we need the earth forever. We cannot give up.
Perhaps, our beloved poet Mary Oliver sums things up best in her poem The Gift.

Be still, my soul and steadfast.

Earth and heaven both are still watching
Though time is draining from the clock
And your walk, that was confident and quick,
Has become slow.

So, be still if you must, but let
The heart still play its true part.
Love still as once you loved, deeply
And without patience. Let God and the world
Know you are grateful.
That the gift has been given.
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