
 

 

 

 

 

  

                                 

2014 Earth 2100 
Conference Report 

“Where there is life, there is hope” –Timothy Damon 

OUR TASK INC. 

 



 

Earth 2100 Conference; July 26-27, 2014; George Mason University; Fairfax, Virginia             1 

Introduction 
 

The Our Task team designed the Earth 2100 Conference to provide a weekend for students, 

young professionals, and environmentalists to learn about the environmental problems facing 

the next generations, to network with others to find solutions to these problems, and then to 

begin to act on the addressed issues. Many experts in the environmental field, such as Robert 

Engelman, Thomas Lovejoy, Matt Roney, and others, were present at the conference to provide 

insight to the participants. 

 

The two-day conference consisted of a Day of Learning and a Day of Action. The Day of Learning 

included speakers and panelists discussing the challenges that current and future generations 

face, as well as breakout sessions for the participants to begin to network and share their 

thoughts on the problems at hand.  

 

During the second day, the Day of Action, the Conference focused on empowering the 

participants to start acting and planning to solve worldwide issues such as climate change, 

poverty, and ocean acidification. The networking opportunities allowed the Conference 

attendees to go more in depth with the problems that concerned them the most, ask questions, 

and make a plan to help -  for example, five collaborating organizations discussed their missions 

and provided opportunities for the participants to get involved. Martha Nowlan, Deputy 

Director of Our Task, challenged the audience to “get opportunities to actually go out in our 

communities and make a difference.” 

 

 
Martha Nowlan, Deputy Director and Monica Skeldon, Executive Director  
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Participant Demographics 
 

We had approximately 90 participants throughout both days, including speakers, collaborators, 

and exhibitors. Of the participants, 49% were students, 20% were young professionals, and 31% 

were over the age of 30. Participants ranged from ages 11 to 86. The vast majority of 

participants were from Virginia, but there were also some from Maryland, the District of 

Columbia, and New York. 

 

Day 1 - Day of Learning 

 

The conference began with Dr. Ángel Cabrera, president of George Mason University, stating 

that, “If we don’t take care of our planet, as they say, we are all toast!” He went on to say that 

“wars will seem minuscule compared to what’s coming ahead of us,” and then challenged the 

audience to push past cultural differences and come together to find a cure to the worldwide 

environmental problem. Furthermore, he stated, “[t]his global problem is a result of our 

success as a species,” and because of this, it is our responsibility to fix it. He concluded his 

speech by stating: “These are what some people call wicked problems, and this one is darn 

wicked! [...] The solution is in the hands of thousands if not millions of creative people trying 

out new solutions; …people around the world hopefully coming together, really trying to 

understand… the complexities of the problem.… It is the sum total of all those creative actions 

that I think are going to [create] new paths.”  

 

Gerald O. Barney, the founder of Our Task, spoke next about the challenges we face and the 

interconnectedness of current problems. He said, “[t]hese problems are extremely complex and 

interactive. There is no way in which we can address, for example, climate independent of 

poverty and independent of any of the other major issues; ...we are going to have to learn to 

deal with some very complex issues in an integrated manner.” Barney articulated that the next 

generation has a responsibility to find solutions, and emphasized the importance of making 

changes and building new ideas to ensure the future of generations to come. To commence the 

Day of Learning, he said, “Let’s use this conference as a way of building some friendships and 

relationships and thinking about some new ideas!” 

 

Robert Engelman, the former president of Worldwatch Institute, gave the keynote address. He 

began discussing global environmental problems by saying, “it is not so much a curse, but a 

challenge, to all of us,” and identified the term “sustainability” as an act that could continue 

forever without resources running out. Engelman emphasized the fact that we are faced with 

an abstract issue that entangles itself with poverty, inequity, and other complex problems; 

problems which we must also discuss in order to solve the global environmental crisis. He 
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encouraged us all to be intentional and aware of the necessity to learn to love each other in 

order to face the current generations’ challenges. 

 

Next, Tim Damon, U.S. Youth Delegate to the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, gave the speech, “The Story of US.” He began by addressing the questions: 

“How did we come to be here?” and “What are we facing? Where are we going to go?” Damon 

went on to discuss the necessity of balancing our relationships to our own species, other 

species, and to our planet. Damon used the term, “intergenerational equity,” asking, “[h]ow do 

we deal with other people who are alive today, both as individuals, as communities and as 

countries?” He explained that current generations must be willing to make sacrifices now for 

the health and well-being of future generations. Damon addressed the success of our species 

through technology, however, he noted that we are all facing an existential threat that we 

simply can’t “technology our way out of.” Damon concluded by saying we are faced with the 

burden of transition, but must funnel our depression about these issues into actions. 

 

Following Tim Damon’s speech, Benjamin DeAngelo, Thomas Lovejoy, Jennie Wetter and Laura 

Johnston were featured in Plenary 1: What is currently happening to Earth? 

 

Benjamin DeAngelo, Senior Climate Change Analyst at the EPA, informed the audience about 

the quantitative effects of climate, discussing how, currently, the carbon dioxide levels in our 

air are at 400ppm, while 350ppm is the safety limit, and that greenhouse gas emissions still 

continue to build up in the atmosphere. He also pointed out the importance of being aware 

that various audiences perceive climate change in different ways, because people respond to 

and interpret the problem based on their own knowledge and experience. 

 

Jennie Wetter, Director of Public Policy at the Population Institute, discussed the issues of 

population and the relationship between climate change, population increases, and child 

marriage. Wetter noted that there are 7.2 billion people in the world, and that it is necessary to 

stop child marriage and to provide poorer countries with contraception to help slow down 

global population growth. 

 

Thomas Lovejoy, University Professor at George Mason and Chief Biodiversity Advisor at the UN 

Foundation, noted the importance of addressing biodiversity while discussing environmental 

issues. He emphasized that focusing discussion on biodiversity is a way to integrate all 

environmental problems, as climate change affects biodiversity while biodiversity affects 

climate change. Lovejoy then addressed the complexity of the greenhouse effect because, 

although it is a large factor in global warming, the greenhouse effect is inherently good because 
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it keeps the Earth from freezing. Lovejoy also noted that, because human enterprise relies on a 

stable climate, greenhouse gas emissions must be kept at a happy medium. 

 

Laura Johnston from Conservation International said that we need to conserve nature for the 

benefit of people. She reinforced Lovejoy’s point that biodiversity conservation is important, 

remarking that we are losing species one hundred times faster than decades ago. She 

recommended asking oneself, “[a]m I putting my money where my mouth is?” in regards to 

acting sustainably. Furthermore, she noted that the most important places to conserve are 

biodiversity hotspots in which the majority of the world’s species are endangered; and in cities, 

in which environmental crises pose an existential threat to the amassed concentrations of 

people. 

 

Following Plenary 1, participants broke out into small groups to discuss the problems that had 

previously been addressed or that came up in conversation. During this breakout session, 

participants were encouraged to answer the question, “How do you feel about what is 

happening to the Earth?” Groups discussed the biggest problems we face, the feelings 

associated with them, and ideas to solve them. These discussions revolved around the lack of 

public knowledge, a growing population, lack of media coverage, irresponsible corporations, 

and more. The feelings that these conversations invoked included betrayal, disempowerment, 

hopelessness, concern, and greed. Some ideas that breakout groups came up with were to 

make issues relevant to the public, connect environmental issues to political and social issues, 

change social norms and help make local food more accessible. A common strategy between 

groups was to work to eliminate apathy and create motivation through experiences, happiness, 

and even fear. 

 

Multiple groups discussed bottom-up thinking, redirecting blame and responsibility away from 

the government and instead looking inward to see what changes they could make in their own 

lives. They also noted the importance of cultural relativism when building solutions in different 

parts of the world, because the same solutions will not work everywhere. For example, 

population control must be addressed differently depending on the level of women’s 

empowerment in their society (i.e. Western society views child marriage as a problem, but the 

issue must be treated differently in places where it is the social norm). One particularly 

important question arose: does action precede a paradigm shift, or does a paradigm shift 

precede action? 

 

After lunch from Woodlands Vegan Bistro, Matt Roney, Research Associate at Earth Policy 

Institute, discussed energy solutions. He focused most of his talk on wind, water, and solar 

power. Roney explained that nuclear power is expensive and that 7 million people die each year 
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from exposure to hazardous air. Therefore, he emphasized the potential for alternatives, such 

as electric transportation, and geothermal energy from volcanoes. Roney served as an example 

to the conference participants, as he formalized his own action plan. He concluded by 

encouraging people to pick an issue, get informed, and then get active. 

 

Laura Petes, Senior Policy Advisor for Climate Adaptation and Ecosystems at the Office of 

Science and Technology Policy, spoke next on oceans and climate. She noted that climate 

change aggravates issues we already have; for example, oceans are being overfished and are 

rapidly getting warmer, creating thermal expansion. Further, the oceans absorb an increased 

level of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, causing a rise in pH and creating harsh sea life 

conditions. Petes emphasized that it is necessary that we take action and change our lifestyles 

to reverse these problems. 

 

 
Dann Sklarew, Olivia Ries, Carter Ries, and Tim Damon speaking in Plenary 2: Are there alternative plans? 

 

The Day of Learning continued with Plenary 2: Are there alternative plans? Dann Sklarew, 

Professor at George Mason, asked the participants what values they wanted to put their money 

toward. He stated that individual economic decisions should place value on things that will pay 

off in the future, using dance lessons and church memberships as modern-day, personal 
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examples. In this way, we can invest more resources in recycling and sustainability programs. 

However, Sklarew warned against focusing too much on the future and losing track of the 

problems of today, such as food insecurity and poverty. 

 

Scott Ankeny, Founder of Going Green Today, spoke on the ability of one individual to make a 

difference in an entire community, warning against resigning oneself to thinking that one has 

no power, stating, “where I stand, we have all the power.” He spoke about the ability of groups 

to start a movement, and the idea that once 11% of the population has joined a movement, 

then that movement will reach its tipping point to bring real change to the community. With 

regards to the environmental movement, Ankeny explained that the average person does not 

think in the long-term, and therefore, “we need common short-term goals.”  He stated that 

since the average person thinks that sustainability is expensive, it is our job to convince the 

masses that true sustainable living is the opposite. 

 

Tim Damon came to the stage once again to share his insight into the economics behind 

sustainable living. He challenged the audience with the question: “what kind of alternative way 

of thinking, or paradigm shift, do we need in order to help us implement these alternative 

plans?” Damon further explained that when economists look at the cost-benefit analysis of 

mitigating climate change, they note that the costs of mitigation come today, while the benefits 

arrive later--when many of these economists won’t be alive. Furthermore, research shows that 

today’s economist discounts the value of the future to 14% in fifty years. Damon asserts that 

the value of our future is being grossly underrepresented in these accounts, which makes it the 

obligation of young people to speak out against this troubling lack of foresight. 

 

Olivia and Carter Ries, the founders of One More Generation, spoke about taking the first steps 

toward preventing mass extinctions, which includes recognizing that humans are the cause of 

climate change. They also touched on their pre-cycling initiative, which teaches children to only 

buy plastics that are most likely to be recycled. When asked about how they became so 

knowledgeable about plastics and recycling, Olivia and Carter told the story of how a 

conservationist pushed them to be more aware of the environment when trying to save turtles 

from the Gulf Oil Spill. 

 

Following the discussion on alternative plans, participants broke into small groups again to 

discuss the questions, “Is there hope for a sustainable future?” and, “Are the proposed 

alternatives achievable in your lifetime?” 

 

Jacqui Patterson, Director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

Climate Justice Initiative, shared her knowledge about environmental justice. Patterson brought 
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forth a discussion on some of the impacts of greenhouse gases that are often overlooked. 

Specifically, she discussed how energy, waste, and transit are all effecting climate change and 

the living conditions in certain poor--and often colored--communities. Patterson also noted that 

there are many health issues brought on by rising levels of pollution, and that the State of 

Louisiana is literally sinking due to drilling and rising sea levels. 

 

To conclude the day, Andy Shallal, Allie Silverman, Anna Awimbo, and Darriel Harris spoke in 

Plenary 3: Sustainable Communities. Andy Shallal, Co-Founder of Think Local First and Founder 

of Busboys & Poets, noted that sustainability includes our human connection to one another. 

He stated that in order for a business to truly be sustainable, the people must be happy. Shallal 

mentioned the quadruple bottom line theory, which states that it is necessary for a business to 

balance profits, commitment to the environment, commitment to the community, and 

commitment to workers. He noted that, “[w]hen we think of sustainability, we rarely think in 

terms of the person who is creating our food. We think of the cow, we think of the chicken, but 

we don’t think of the people.” Shallal continued to describe how having a local business ties 

into having a green business. He asserted that having a local focus makes a business more 

accountable to the wants and needs of the community. Further, it is important to take all the 

elements of a community and view them holistically, as well as address problems holistically, 

when running a business. 

 

Allie Silverman, Climate and Energy Program Attorney at Center for International 

Environmental Law, asked the participants to ponder whether or not people should have the 

right to a healthy environment. And if so, should this be a law? This discussion led to the 

realization that many places on Earth have become unsuitable living spaces because of the air 

pollution or rising sea level. To conclude, Silverman also noted the importance of forests for 

both natural resources and recreational use. 

 

Anna Awimbo, Director of the Collaborative Communities Program at Center for the New 

American Dream, began the discussion of the time, money, and knowledge conundrum - the 

combination of these three factors make living environmentally and sustainably a challenge. 

Awimbo went on to point out that advertising is one of the main causes for society’s hyper-

consumerist culture. Companies are often solely focused on making a profit, so they advertise 

excessively to the public, which drives people to think they need to own more things. Awimbo 

then discussed her work creating guides to aid people in reducing their consumption and living 

the “New American Dream.”  

 

Darriel Harris, Project Officer for the Baltimore Food and Faith Project at Johns Hopkins Center 

for a Livable Future, talked about his experience with sustainable communities through working 
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with faith communities. He noted urban gardens as ideal places for people to come together to 

further sustainability awareness in their community. He challenged the “hippie fad” label that is 

sometimes applied to organic urban gardening, saying that a lot of people he has worked with 

have been gardening for generations. Harris then elaborated on the benefits of urban 

gardening, telling the audience about a church that he worked with that hires ex-convicts to 

maintain their gardens. In this way, the urban gardens provide a means for ex-convicts to 

support themselves and their families, as well as create a more sustainable, beautiful, and 

“green” community. 

  

Day 2 - Day of Action 
 

The second day of the Earth 2100 Conference, the Day of Action, began with Olivia and Carter 

Ries, founders of One More Generation, speaking about how anybody can make a difference. 

Olivia and Carter are perfect examples of how even children can effect change. The siblings 

shared surprising facts with the audience, including that Americans use 500 million plastic 

straws per day, and it takes ¼ of a bottle of petroleum to make that one plastic water bottle. 

Olivia and Carter concluded their discussion by encouraging everybody to begin acting and 

making a difference. 

 

In order to provide some examples of the impact young adults can have on the world, Timothy 

Damon, Alena Martinez-Hart and Rachel Spiegelman spoke in Plenary 4: How I’ve Made a 

Difference. They each described how they got to the positions they are in now from the 

different backgrounds in which they grew up. Spiegelman recommended taking courses in 

communications and public speaking to learn how to convey the severity of climate change 

issues. Damon spoke about the necessity of studying the issues and pursuing related 

extracurricular activities. Martinez-Hart spoke about the importance of listening to others and 

contacting organizations ahead of time in order to increase the chances of securing a job. 

 

Afterward, collaborators were invited to share the opportunities they had available for the 

participants to get involved in (see page 12 for details). 

 

Before the participants began networking with the collaborators, Our Task took a moment to 

present the 2014 Global Thinking Awards. The Our Task Global Thinking Awards are presented 

annually by the young people of Our Task to organizations and individuals who are making a 

significant contribution to creating a mutually enhancing relationship between humans and 

Earth. This year, Our Task chose five people and organizations that show great potential to 

affect generational change, and produce seminal thinking about how to bring the planet to a 



 

Earth 2100 Conference; July 26-27, 2014; George Mason University; Fairfax, Virginia             9 

sustainable future. The winners were One More Generation, MOM’s Organic Market, 

SustainUS, Foundation for the Rights of Future Generations, and Aastha Paneru. 

 

 
Monica Skeldon, Hana Fisher, and Martha Nowlan presenting Carter and Olivia Ries of One More Generation 

with an Our Task Global Thinking Award 

 
Following the awards ceremony, Rio Tazewell, Government by the People Campaign 

Coordinator at People for the American Way, spoke about a proposed constitutional 

amendment to get money out of politics. Tazewell summarized past Supreme Court cases 

regarding corporate citizenship, and talked about the current status of the proposed 28th 

Amendment and the grassroots organizing efforts surrounding that campaign. Tazewell stated 

that US Senators spend an estimated 5-6 hours per day raising money, and argued that a 

functional political system requires that legislators actually spend the majority of their day 

legislating, not fundraising. Through his experience working on sustainability issues, he 

“realized that the issue of money in politics really is the systemic problem that we need to 

address,” in order to solve many issues, including climate change. 

 

After another vegan lunch, Our Task presented a video from Bill McKibben, Co-Founder of 

350.org, thanking the attendees for taking action against “the most pressing crisis [humanity 

has] ever faced.”  
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Joelle Novey. Frank Niepold, Joe Romm, and Mark Magaña participated in Plenary 5: How can 

young adults effectively communicate about these issues? This panel covered the importance 

of considering framing and using specific rhetoric when addressing environmental issues with 

different individuals and communities. 

 

Joe Romm, Senior Fellow at Center for American Progress and Founding Editor of 

ClimateProgress.org, recommended asking about people’s feelings regarding sustainability 

issues and asking for the person’s concerns as a rhetorical strategy. He advised the attendees to 

be aware of their own feelings and to maintain hope. Romm also reminded attendees to be 

memorable and tell relevant stories, instead of throwing around statistics. Romm reminded the 

audience that, as environmentalists, we have solid moral ground to stand on in regards to 

public health and the future of the Earth, and that ignoring environmental concerns is a 

grotesque moral failure. 

 

Frank Niepold, Climate Education Coordinator for the US Global Change Research Program at 

NOAA, discussed his efforts in making environmental issues a part of school curriculums and 

making the nation climate literate. He noted that, though the United States funds climate 

change research, there is little money put towards communicating the results with the general 

public. Niepold proposed the question, “[i]s the solution commensurate to the problem?” and 

gave his own answer that in most cases, it is not. 

 

Joelle Novey, Director of Greater Washington Interfaith Power and Light, discussed her work 

connecting faith communities to the environmental movement. She encouraged the audience 

to find a story that others can relate to in order to be memorable. Novey said that the most 

important thing you can do is to get involved in a community and then act as a community. 

Further, she stated that joining an organization or community is the best antidote to 

hopelessness. Finally, she proposed that we all ask ourselves whether we are living honorably 

to our own beliefs in day-to-day situations.  

 

Mark Magaña, Executive Director of the National Latino Coalition on Climate Change, discussed 

his efforts getting Latino communities involved in environmental coalitions. For poor 

communities, environmental problems are a public health issue. For example, Latino children 

are more likely to have asthma than children of other ethnicities. In regards to communication, 

Magaña advised keeping calm and avoiding frustration when discussing these issues. He 

pointed out that these are moral, political, and financial arguments. 
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After the fifth panel, Hannah Debelius, Program Manager at US Green Building Council 

Students, made her speech: “Moving Millennials to Sustainability Action.” She spoke about the 

start of her career in sustainability on Smith Island, a community on the Chesapeake Bay, which 

is almost completely dependent on fishing and other resources provided by the Bay. According 

to current sea level rise projections, the watermen culture of Smith Island will disappear within 

our lifetime. Debelius went on to work for the USGBC where she has worked to make schools 

more green. 

 

Action Planning 

  

Following the last speech, many participants went to visit the George Mason Organic Garden, 

before beginning the final table breakout focusing on action planning. During the action 

planning session, collaborators discussed their volunteer and internship opportunities in more 

detail. Environment Virginia and Sierra Club shared a table and worked together to encourage 

participants to come to rallies and join environmental groups in their own communities. The 

Center for a New American Dream, Going Green Today, and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People each encouraged the attendees at their table to get involved 

and went further in depth about their mission and opportunities to get involved. 

 

 
Representatives from Sierra Club and Environment Virginia networking with participants 

 

After an hour and a half of action planning with the collaborators, Our Task thanked Martha 

Nowlan, Deputy Director, and Jerry Barney, Founder, for their work organizing the conference. 

The closing remarks highlighted the importance of taking action against the issues that had 

been discussed and urged attendees to go out and make a difference.  
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Why Did We Have Collaborators? 
  

This year, Our Task collaborated with Environment Virginia, Going Green Today, National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Sierra Club Virginia, Center for a New 

American Dream, and the George Mason University Office of Sustainability. The collaborators 

sent representatives to the Conference who gave participants opportunities to become 

meaningfully engaged in their community and the world around them.  In this way, the 

collaborators encouraged the Conference participants to begin working toward solving local 

and global environmental problems. Our Task wanted each participant to leave the conference 

with a plan of action, whether it was with their own group, with one of our collaborators, or 

with mentorship from one of our collaborators. 

 

On Sunday, collaborators gave brief presentations about their organizations’ missions and 

programs and explained how Conference participants could get involved as volunteers. 

Participants then had the opportunity to network with the different collaborators and ask 

questions to determine with which groups they wanted to get involved. Later in the day, a 

longer networking session occurred during which participants met with the collaborators, 

discussed the issues they were working on, and then made a plan regarding how they would 

continue to work on those issues after the Conference. 

 

 Environment Virginia offered participants the opportunity to get involved in grassroots 

organizing, building coalitions, strengthening campaigns, and writing opinion pieces for local 

newspapers. 

 Going Green Today offered opportunities for volunteers to help them achieve Going Green 

Today’s goal of helping people save money, and, in the process, live more sustainably. Desired 

skillsets included website development, account management, research, and community 

outreach. 

 The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People presented projects such as 

working in their Just Energy Policies and Practices Campaign and Black Church Leadership 

initiative, and strengthening community resilience. 

 The Sierra Club offered volunteers to get involved in their work towards organizing multiple 

demonstrations and rallies, recruiting people for the September 21st Climate March, meeting 

with legislators, working on the Letter-to-the-Editor program, and more. 

 The Center for a New American Dream provided opportunities in their Get2gether program, in 

producing free webinars, and their Community Action Kit.  
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Our Supporters and Sponsors 

 

Although Our Task handled the core organizing work for the conference, we could not have 

done it without the help of our sponsors, collaborators, and volunteers. A special thanks goes 

out to MOM’s Organic Market and George Mason University’s College of Science for sponsoring 

the conference! George Mason’s Office of Sustainability also played a vital role in helping Our 

Task to plan and promote the conference, and they provided scholarships for 12 George Mason 

students to attend. 

 

Our Task wouldn’t exist without the help of all of our wonderful volunteers. Thank you to all of 

the volunteers who helped to organize the conference, spread the word, create promotional 

materials, put together conference footage, and all of the other tasks that we rely on 

volunteers for!  

 

What’s Next? 

 

Our Task plans to stay in touch with the conference participants and continue to ask for 

updates on their progress making a difference in their community. Our Task is happy to help 

enthusiastic activists find the resources and make the connections that they need in order to 

effectively carry out their action plans. 

 
Stay tuned for information about the 2015 Earth 2100 Conference!  
 

 

 
Participants of the 3rd Annual Earth 2100 Conference 


