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Citizen Action is responsible for improvement in 
the environment in the United States.

• This presentation will focus on:

• Protecting America’s Waters

• Ensuring the Safety of Chemicals and Preventing Pollution

• Sustainable Management of Forests and Community Forestry
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency:
What is the EPA? Why Do We Need It?

• The EPA’s mission is to protect human health and 
the environment.

• The agency was founded on December 2, 1970, 
by President Richard Nixon to consolidate 
various research, monitoring, and enforcement 
activities into one organization to focus on 
environmental protection.

• 1970 was also the year Earth Day started.

• At the time, the nation was experiencing massive 
environmental catastrophes, such as rivers so 
polluted they were catching on fire.

• Many of these issues still exist, although they are 
much improved.

Cuyahoga River, 1969, photo from belovedplanet.com
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The Environment in the U.S., 1950s and 1960s

• Important laws protecting the environment had 
not been passed yet in the 1950s and 1960s.  
Technology, including new pesticides, 
preservatives, and other chemicals, was being 
discovered faster than the potential downsides to 
human and environmental health could be 
studied.

• Silent Spring, a book by Rachel Carson published 
in 1962, documented the detrimental effects of 
pesticides on wildlife, especially birds.  DDT was 
the main culprit, and is responsible for the near 
extinction of the bald eagle. DDT was banned 
and the bald eagle recovered.

Bird eggs affected by DDT. Photo from scienceclarified.com 4



EPA Priority: Protecting America’s Waters

• The EPA is concerned about both water quality and water quantity.

• Water Quality:  how clean our waters are, by human health and 
environmental measures

• Water Quantity:  ensuring that there is enough water for people 
and wildlife
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Protecting America’s Waters

• Clean Water Act (1972) and Safe 
Drinking Water Act (1974) (amended 
since then)

• Improved the quality of surface waters and 
made drinking water safer

• Causes of water quality problems include 
discharges from industrial, municipal, 
agricultural, and stormwater sources
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Protecting America’s Waters
• Nonpoint source pollution is the 

greatest source of water pollution
• Pollution that is not from a single 

source

• Pollution from chemicals and fertilizers

• Excess sedimentation

• Oil runoff from cars
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If It’s on the Ground, It’s in the Water

• Nonpoint source pollution occurs not just at 
industrial or commercial sites.

• It also happens in our own backyards. Even 
pet waste can be washed down the storm 
drains and pollute our water.

• Lawn chemicals run off our yards into the 
storm drains, which lead to rivers and 
eventually the ocean.

• The good news is, we can do something 
about it.
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Protecting America’s Waters

• Loss of habitat and habitat fragmentation 
make it easier for pollutants to reach water 
sources, including lakes, rivers, and wetlands

• Climate change will magnify all of the issues 
related to protecting water

Clearcut in Oregon’s Coast Range.  Photo by Steve Holmer.
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EPA Priority: Toxins
Ensuring the Safety of Chemicals and Preventing Pollution

• Thousands of chemicals are in our everyday lives and are 
released into the environment and therefore our bodies as a 
result of their manufacture, processing, use, and disposal.

• Research shows children receive greater exposure to 
chemicals because they inhale or ingest more air, food, and 
water on a body-weight measure than adults.

• Low-income, minority, and native populations are also 
disproportionately impacted by and at risk from chemicals.

• TSCA: Toxic Substances Control Act (1976, and amended 

since then)

• Regulates the introduction of new or already existing chemicals.
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Ensuring the Safety of Chemicals and Preventing Pollution

• Pesticides are of particular concern from an 
environmental and human health perspective.

• Integrated pest management (IPM):

• IPM focuses on long-term prevention of pests by 
managing the ecosystem as a whole, looking at 
environmental factors that allow a pest to survive.

• Use of pesticides is one factor affecting the 
survival of honeybees and other important 
pollinators.
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Ensuring the Safety of Chemicals and Preventing Pollution

• Pollution Prevention Act (1990 and amended since 
then) 

• Created a national policy to prevent or reduce 
pollution where it is created.

• EPA works with other agencies to enhance efforts to 
advance sustainable practices, safer chemicals, greener 
processes, and safer products.

• EPA encourages companies, governments, and 
individuals to prevent pollution and waste by 
implementing conservation, promoting reuse of 
materials, and making production processes more 
sustainable.

• Including conservation of raw materials, water, 
and energy

• EPA collaborates with states and other partners on 
these programs. 12
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A Case Study of Toxins:  Loss of Pollinators

• Pollinators, such as bats, butterflies, and bees, are 
responsible for fertilizing at least 30 percent of 
crops and 90 percent of the Earth’s wild plants.  
Worldwide, agriculture benefits from between  
$235-$577 (US$) billion in crop pollination every 
year.

• They are being killed off at record numbers, due to 
many possible factors.  One is most certainly the use 
of pesticides. Some countries have banned 
pesticides known to kill bees.

• Colony Collapse Disorder has killed at least one 
third of all bees since 2006. Photo from urbanfarmonline
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A Case Study of Toxins and Water: 
Flint, Michigan

• In 2014, the city of Flint, Michigan changed its water 
source to the Flint River to save money.  The Flint River 
is loaded with contaminants. 

• The City failed to add a chemical to the water to 
prevent corrosion of lead in the water pipes.

• Now children have elevated levels of lead in their 
blood, which has been shown to cause developmental 
and learning deficiencies.

• People in Flint could not drink the water and even 
bathing in it caused rashes for some.

• Despite changing the source of water to the city and 
replacing many pipes to homes, most residents do not 
trust the government and some are still drinking bottled 
water.

Pipe on the right had phosphate corrosion correction.  Pipe on the left did not.  
Photo by Rebecca Williams, Michigan Radio.
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A Case Study of Toxins and Water:
Blue River Watershed, Kansas City, U.S.A. Metro Area

• The Blue River watershed covers 
about ½ of the KC Metro Area

• Study looked at issues including 
presence of over-the-counter and 
prescription drugs and fecal matter

• Fecal matter found in the river 
averaged:

• 26-32% Dog

•  8-19% Geese

• 28-42% Human

• 18-28% Unknown or unclassified
Blue River, Kansas City, MO.  USACE photo. 15



Blue River 
Basin Study

• One surprising result 
of the study was the 
amount of medication, 
including antibiotics, in 
the water.

• Although the amounts 
were small, it is a 
concern that 
Americans may be 
taking more 
medications than the 
body can absorb.

• Medication in the 
water can be ingested 
by other animals, such 
as fish.
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U.S. Bureau of Land Management: Managing Our Forests

• The Bureau of Land Management's mission is to sustain 
the health, diversity, and productivity of public lands 
for the use and enjoyment of present and future 
generations

• Controversial agency in terms of its focus on leasing 
public land for mining, oil and gas, and logging 
operations and its treatment of Native Americans

• BLM as it is today was established by President Truman 
in 1946, but its roots go back to the start of the country 
as a land agency as settlers pushed West

• Manages 1 out of every 10 acres in the U.S. and 30 
percent of the country’s minerals

From KU Today



Kansas Forest Service

• Affiliated with Kansas State 
University

• Oversees programs including:
• Community Forestry (towns and 

cities)
• Rural Forestry
• Forest Health
• Streamside Forestry (protecting 

streams from soil erosion and 
runoff)

• Forest Products
• Fire Management



Forests in Ukraine, the United States, and Kansas

• Forested Area in 
2010:

• Ukraine:  97,050 sq 
km (17% of Total 
Land Area)

• United States:  
3,103,700 sq km 
(32% of Total Land 
Area)

• Kansas:  21,044 sq 
km (10% of Total 
Land Area) Sources: Black Sea Wood Trading, 

Kansas Forest Service, UNEP, 
ResearchGate, Bruce Byers Consulting



Deforestation Issues in the United States

• Catastrophic wildfires

• Drier climate

• Non-native plant and insect invasions, 
impacting biodiversity

• Conversion of forest to agriculture or urban 
areas

• Infrastructure building, such as roads

• Mining and oil exploitation

• Pollution

• Unsustainable management

• Poor prioritization of resources

National Geographic, study.com photos



U.S. Forestry Management and Resources

• Forests historically managed for timber sales 
and wood resources for products

• Environmental movement and wildfires 
prompted change to manage forest resources 
for multiple needs:

• Maintaining biodiversity and wildlife 
habitat

• Water and air purification

• Flood and soil erosion control 

• Carbon sequestration to help offset climate 
change

• Renewable energy resource

Naylor Network, Iwate Kokyo photos



Wildfire Management

• Wildfires have caused rethinking in managing forest 
undergrowth

• Population growth in forested areas stopped 
management practice of setting small fires and 
clearing undergrowth

• Large, quickly spreading fires have been the result

• Too many people living in forests as climate gets 
drier

• More government funding is allocated for putting out 
fires than preventing them

ThoughtCo photo



Community Forestry

• What is the community forest?

• All trees and other vegetation around a 
town, community, or city.

• Includes home landscapes, school yards, 
parks, cemeteries, vacant lots, utility rights-
of-way, adjacent woodlands

• Shrubs, flowers, vines, ground covers, 
grass, and a variety of wild plants and 
animals also are part of the community 
forest

• Streets, sidewalks, buildings, utilities, soil, 
topography and, most importantly, people 
are an integral part of the community 
forest.

A Community Forestry Program 
is a systematic approach to 
managing the forest and tree 
resource within a community.

Information from Kansas Forest 
Service

The Mayor’s Fund of Philadelphia



Community Forestry

• Each community manages its own 
program with technical assistance and 
funding from the state.

• Ordinances (laws) govern the planting 
and removing of trees on public 
property.

• Many cities have strategic plans for 
increasing the number of trees and 
ensuring that every neighborhood can 
enjoy their benefits on health and 
property values.

The Dirt (ASLA)



Conclusion

• Without laws and regulations, environmental pollution at a devastating 
level would have continued in the United States, resulting in:

• Illness and death in citizens

• Malformities and extinction of species

• Inequities in where polluting industries are located and which communities 
receive the most negative impacts

• Unrestricted use of natural resources by those with the most money and 
political power

• Some of these issues continue, meaning that:
• It is up to the people in the country to remind elected officials that the 

laws and regulations must be enforced, by:
• Using the court system

• Participating in civic engagement activities

• Voting

• Supporting investigative journalism

• Supporting those leaders that protect the environment and its inhabitants 
(people and other species)

Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, Kansas. Photo by Shari L. 
Wilson
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Thank you for inviting me!

• Shari L. Wilson, M.A.

• Project Central/University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point

• Kansas City, Kansas USA

• sharilea51@gmail.com

Denali National Park, Alaska. Photo by Shari L. Wilson
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