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Those of us motivated by environmental concerns are 
often deeply invested in what I would refer to as the “crisis 
myth”—we have many problems over which we must watch. 

We have deep-seated fears and are motivated by a sense of purpose 
about the well being and survival of our world and those who live in it. 
The plight of the white rhino and vaquita. Global population pressures 
of 10B by 2050. Plastics in our oceans. Water security. The cumulative 
impact of toxic and hazardous chemicals in our daily life. Climate equity 
and vulnerability. Wildfires throughout the Arctic. The 6th extinction. 
The EPA rolling back CA auto pollution standards. The destruction of 
the Amazon rainforest. The list goes on.

Increasingly we encounter depressing narratives that suggest it is 
too late, vested interests are too entrenched, inertia is too powerful. In 
short, the problems are too complex. This gives way to cycles of media 
feedback that replay to us apocalyptic scenarios that increase social 
media attention and foster anxiety about whether we can actually 
do anything that can make a difference. These are self-defeating 
conditions for action. They make us into victims, not agents of change. 

We need a new myth for how we participate in positive 
transformation. Increasingly, this means that environmental leaders 
need to be thinking much more strategically about strengthening our 
democratic institutions. This is not a non-sequitur. 

The crises we worry about today, including climate change, 
biodiversity decline, the plight of our oceans and human health 
concerns, are by-products of a failure in our institutions. Science is 
essential to understanding these challenges. But the question of what 

happens to that science and how it ultimately informs decision making 
rests on the functionality of our democratic institutions.  

It is vexing because addressing environmental problems is entangled 
in many of the larger challenges to which we are subjected today—
growing inequality; the dehumanizing potential of technology; the loss 
of civilities—all of which I would label as threats to our foundational 
democratic institutions. This means we need to be more savvy about 
how we contribute to a more equitable and inclusive world, use 
technology responsibly and contribute to greater toleration and civility.

These trends create a vicious cycle accelerating the loss of faith in 
democracy and governance which then gives rise to greater popular 
interest in authoritarian regimes on both the left and the right—trends 
we are witnessing globally. The failure of more centrist, compromising 
and collaborative deal making and decision making handicaps our 
ability to create more durable solutions to complex problems.  

Working for the environment also means making democracy work. 
What are these new narratives? 

• Last winter I was struck by a story out of Michigan. A gas 
compressor fire in January during the polar vortex drastically 
reduced the amount of gas available to heat homes and offices 
during the extreme, life threatening cold. Governor Whitmer 
pleaded with the public to turn down their thermostats  
to 65 degrees to conserve energy. People complied. We  
have examples of shared self-sacrifice when we can work 
together. Why don’t we share these more often and build  
on their momentum?

FINDING OUR VOICE
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• 99% of the species granted protection under the Endangered 
Species Act are alive today. Protecting them has helped protect 
other species that share their habitats. Consider the recovery of 
the bald eagle, grizzly bear, whooping crane, gray wolf, black-
footed ferret and American crocodile. This is a success story 
that reaches back to 1973 and the passage of the Endangered 
Species Act. Why have we lost the capacity to celebrate these 
successes?

• In February this year the Senate voted 92 to 8 in favor of the 
permanent reauthorization of the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund. The House followed suit and voted 363-62 in support 
of it. Did you know this kind of Congressional bipartisanship 
still existed? The LWCF provides funds and matching grants to 
federal, state and local governments for the acquisition of land 
and water, and easements on land water for the benefit of all 
Americans. This is a compelling example that politics can still 
work. Why are we so reluctant to highlight it?

How do we participate in positive transformation? We will need to 
be creative, ingenuitive, compassionate and brave. Our own students, 
alumni and faculty are engaged in these new narratives in many, many 
ways. We need to become more practiced in telling these stories. I 
urge you to send me your examples—either those in which you are 
participating or ones that you hear about. But more importantly, find 
your voice, engage and contribute to what can be our new collective 
truth so we can all live by example for what it means to be THE School 
of the Environment. ❋

THE GRIZZLY POPULATION 
IN THE GREATER YELLOWSTONE 
ECOSYSTEM HAS GROWN FROM

136
IN 1975 TO ABOUT 

712
TODAY

nps.gov/yell/learn/nature/grizzlybear.htm

DID YOU 
KNOW?

IF YOU HAVE ONE OF THESE STORIES 
TO SHARE, I AM COLLECTING THEM. 

EMAIL ME @: TODDI.STEELMAN@DUKE.EDU. 
PUT IN THE SUBJECT LINE: OUR NEW MYTH. 
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THE CAPE HATTERAS 

LIGHTHOUSE AT NEARLY

200 FEET

AND WEIGHING 

5,000 TONS 

WAS SUCCESSFULLY 

MOVED AWAY FROM THE 

SHORELINE IN 1999.

DID YOU 

KNOW?



Over the course of his 56-year career in 

coastal geology, Orrin Pilkey has butted 

heads with real-estate developers and 

property owners in just about every beach 

town east of the Mississippi.

His call for humans to retreat from the 

beach and allow any structure that can’t 

be moved back to fall into the sea has been 

called radical and reproachable in more letters 

to the editor than he can count.  

But love him or loathe him, there’s no 

denying the impact Pilkey, James B. Duke 

Emeritus Professor of Geology, has had. 

The North Carolina Coastal Federation 

calls him “the man who saved our beaches.” 

The New York Times calls him “the dean of 

American coastal geology.” His peers have 

awarded him nearly every honor for public 

service in his field, and his former students, 

many of whom are now influential voices in 

coastal science themselves, speak of him  

with reverence. 

Pilkey, who turned 85 this year, takes it all 

with a grain of sea salt.

“Some people like what I have to say and 

some people don’t, but that’s not why I do 

it,” he said of his years spent at the eye of the 

storm in the debates over coastal development 

and climate change. 

“Science needs a voice. We need to share 

what we know, and that’s what I try to do,” 

he said. “These beaches don’t belong to the 

people who have chosen to build structures 

there. They belong to our children and 

grandchildren. What a tragedy it would be if 

we let them be destroyed because we didn’t 

speak up and share the truth.”

JUMPING INTO THE FIRE

Born in New York City in 1934, Pilkey spent 

most of his childhood in Richland, Wash., 

where his father worked as a civil engineer at 

the Hanford plutonium plant. Bitten at an 

early age by a love for nature, he hunted, ➜ 

ORRIN PILKEY’S CALL TO 

RETREAT FROM THE BEACH By TIM LUCAS    

FALLING INTO

THE OCEAN
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fished and hiked whenever possible.

At 16, he got a summer job with the 

U.S. Forest Service as one of its youngest 

firefighters and smoke jumpers, sometimes 

parachuting solo into remote locations across 

the Northwest to fight fires.

After an uninspired undergraduate career 

at Washington State University and a half-

hearted stint in the Army, Pilkey decided to 

pursue a master’s degree in geology at the 

University of Montana. 

“After my experience in the Army – where 

the most important thing I learned was how 

to behave when someone orders you to do 

something irrational – I was looking for a 

sense of purpose. I hated the thought of being 

stuck in the classroom but was fascinated by 

geology, especially the geology of the marine 

environment. So I figured for my thesis, 

I’d drive from Washington state to Baja 

California, collecting sand dollars and doing 

chemical analyses on them to see if there 

was a difference between the chemistry of 

those from warm waters and those from cold 

waters,” he said. “It turns out it was pointless 

because the chemistry of sand dollars changes 

too quickly after they are fossilized for them 

to serve as an indicator. But I learned from 

my failure.”

When it came time to do his doctoral 

dissertation at Florida State University, he 

revisited the same basic question but used 

clam shells instead as a tool for measuring 

changes in ocean temperatures in the Atlantic 

over recent centuries. 

“This was successful,” Pilkey said. 

Following graduation in 1962, he joined 

the faculty at the University of Georgia’s 

Marine Institute on Sapelo Island, where 

he spent three years studying beach and 

continental shelf sediments from a small 

research vessel. 

He came to Duke in 1965, lured by the 

prospect of conducting research in deeper 

waters aboard Duke’s then new 117-foot 

research vessel, the Eastward. 

With a bigger ship at his disposal, Pilkey 

delved into the geology of abyssal plains – 

vast stretches of mostly flat seafloor found 

near continental and island margins at depths 

between 10,000 and 20,000 feet. Over time, 

he carved out a niche for himself as an expert 

on turbidity currents, powerful underwater 

avalanches that hurtle down continental 

slopes and rises at speeds near 40 miles per 

hour, carrying shells, sand and rocks from 

shallower waters with them. In a study of the 

Hatteras Abyssal Plain, his lab became the 

first to successfully map the areal extent of 

sediment deposited along hundreds of miles 

of seafloor by one such current. He was at the 

top of his field. All told, his group conducted 

35 research cruises to 13 abyssal plains in the 

Atlantic, Caribbean and Mediterranean. 

But then, in 1969, an event at the surface 

of the sea changed everything. 

Hurricane Camille, one of the most 

destructive hurricanes ever to hit the U.S. 

coast, roared into Waveland, Miss., ripping 

apart the house three blocks from the beach 

where his parents then lived, along with 

nearly every other structure in sight.

It was a light-bulb moment for Pilkey.

“Visiting my parents to help them recover, 

I was stunned by the power of the sea and 

how ill prepared we were for dealing with it,” 

he said. 

He continued to study deep-sea geology, 

but by 1975 papers on beach and barrier 

island geology began appearing in his CV,  

as well. 

That same year, he and his father, a 

trained engineer, published an unassuming 

little book, How to Live with an Island, that 

presented barrier islands as dynamic, living 

things and explained in scientifically accurate 

but easily understood terms the negative 

impacts overdevelopment, beach nourishment 

and the use of seawalls can have on them. 

(Beach nourishment describes when new 

sand, often dredged from nearby waters, is 

dumped onto an eroding beach to replace the 

sand it has lost.)

The book, the first of nearly 40 Pilkey 

has authored or co-authored over his career 

to explain coastal science to mainstream 

audiences, triggered a tidal wave of interest. 

“My phone didn’t stop ringing. TV 

shows wanted me as a guest. Magazines and 

newspapers wanted to interview me. Civic 

groups invited me to give talks. That never 

happened with any of my papers on turbidity ➜ 

cover story



ORRIN PILKEY
JAMES B. DUKE PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF GEOLOGY
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currents,” he said.  Not all the response was positive. Some 

academics felt the book veered into the  

realm of advocacy and relied too heavily  

on findings not yet vetted through peer 

review. Coastal developers denounced it 

as anti-growth nonsense. Conservative 

pundits cited it as an example of the “radical 

environmental science” increasingly coming 

out of elite universities.Pilkey was delighted. Good, bad or indifferent, the reactions 

shored up his conviction that there was an 

urgent need to let people know about the dire 

consequences that could occur if we didn’t 

start treating beaches, barrier islands and the 

ocean with more respect. He had found his purpose.DIGGING INBuoyed by the interest in his book, Pilkey 

traded his research vessel for a 16-foot beach 

skiff. He accelerated his work on coastal 

geology and began publishing a rapid-

fire stream of books, peer-reviewed papers 

and abstracts that undercut the widely 

held assumption that seawalls and beach 

nourishment were beneficial. 
He proved that nourished beaches last three 

years on average along the mid-Atlantic coast 

(and a bit longer in Florida, where waves 

are smaller), not the 10 years the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers claimed. 
He proved that seawalls and other hard-

structure wave barriers actually hasten the 

destruction of the beach they’re built  

to protect.And in a book titled Useless Arithmetic, 

authored with his daughter, Linda Pilkey-

Jarvis, he proved that the mathematical 

models used by many engineers and 

consultants to predict the behavior of natural 

processes at the beach were…well, useless.

Pilkey’s speedy pace of publication belied 

the high quality of science and scholarship 

he was producing, said former doctoral 

student Rob Thieler, now the director of the 

U.S. Geological Survey’s Coastal and Marine 

Science Center at Woods Hole, Mass. 

“Orrin’s ability to drive a research agenda 

is really amazing. Although it is sometimes 

lost among his many op-eds about beach 

nourishment and seawalls, his peer-reviewed 

published work in that arena was truly 

seminal,” Thieler said. “The first comprehensive reviews of the 

U.S. beach nourishment experience came out 

of the Program for the Study of Developed 

Shoreline, which Orrin founded at Duke in 

1986,” Thieler noted. “The scientific and 

engineering community has subsequently 

spent decades conducting research on 

nourishment project durability, the fate 

of sediment, and the benefits and costs of 

nourishment as a coastal hazard mitigation 

approach. That work would never have 

happened without Orrin’s keen insight into 

these issues.”Pilkey’s willingness to share his expertise 

widely – even if this sometimes meant 

forgoing the conventional (and much slower) 

process of peer review – created some 

detractors, but proved to be remarkably 

effective in informing policy debates. 

His writings and scientific testimony are 

credited with persuading the North Carolina 

General Assembly to pass legislation in 

1985 outlawing the use of most seawalls 

on the state’s coast. Other states, including 

Maine, South Carolina and Massachusetts, 

subsequently also passed laws limiting the 

use of seawalls and other hard-structured 

barriers, largely as a result of Pilkey’s research 

and advocacy.  In the late 1980s, he played a major role 

in another policy offensive – this time to 

save North Carolina’s iconic Cape Hatteras 

Lighthouse. Analysis by Pilkey and other geologists 

showed that the 198-foot brick structure, 

which dates to 1870, was in danger of falling 

into the ocean, a victim of increased erosion 

and rising seas. With only about 15 feet of 

beach remaining between it and the crashing 

waves, Pilkey and his colleagues argued the 

only scientifically sound solution was to  

move it to a new location 1500 feet back 

from the shore. “Oh boy! That really stirred up a hornet’s 

nest among business owners and elected 

officials who thought moving the lighthouse 

would kill tourism. They found one ‘expert’ ➜ 



THE FIRST COMPREHENSIVE REVIEWS OF THE U.S. BEACH NOURISHMENT EXPERIENCE CAME OUT OF THE PROGRAM FOR THE STUDY OF DEVELOPED SHORELINE, WHICH ORRIN FOUNDED AT  DUKE IN 1986.”
— ROB THIELER

“
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who said a structure that big couldn’t be moved; another 

testified the bricks would fall off during the move; and 

still another ‘expert’ who testified that the erosion wasn’t 

that bad and could easily be handled,” Pilkey said. 

Appalled by this resistance to the move, Pilkey joined 

forces with David Bush, a doctoral student of his at 

the time and now a geology professor at the University 

of West Georgia, and David Fischetti, a structural 

engineer from Cary, N.C., to urge the National Park 

Service, which manages the lighthouse, to request an 

independent study by experts at the National Academy 

of Sciences and National Academy of Engineering. 

Pilkey, Bush and Fischetti felt reasonably sure the 

academies would endorse relocation.

They were right. The lighthouse was moved without 

incident in 1999 and the local tourism industry boomed 

as large crowds began coming to see the lighthouse in 

its new location. 

This July, the Park Service celebrated the 20th 

anniversary of the move and Pilkey was among the VIPs 

invited to attend.

“It still f
eels like a great victory,” he said with a sly 

smile, “not only because we saved a historic lighthouse 

and brought sound science to the fore in a public debate, 

but because it emphasized for doubters that if we can 

move a nearly 200-foot, 5,000-ton lighthouse back  

from the shore, we can certainly move beach cottages 

back, too.”

RETREAT, NOT DEFEAT

At an age when most scientists and advocates have 

retired from the public arena, Pilkey is still u
sing the 

weapons in his arsenal to fight a threat he considers 

among the gravest of our time.

“It’s time to leave the beach, at least in terms of 

having permanent structures and communities there. 

The seas are rising. Storms are intensifying. We need to 

begin an orderly retreat while we still have time,”  

he said.  

This means being willing to sacrifice any structure 

that can’t be moved to higher ground on the mainland, 

and prohibiting any new beachfront development, he 

said. If a house is significantly damaged in a storm, we 

have to stop letting the owner rebuild it with federal 

subsidies or guarantees of low insurance rates. And we 

must re-nourish eroding beaches sparingly, if at all. 

“No one likes to talk about retreat because they think 

it signals defeat,” Pilkey said. “But in this case, it’s the 

opposite. It means victory and survival.” ❋

 



NO ONE LIKES 

TO TALK ABOUT 

RETREAT BECAUSE 

THEY THINK IT 

SIGNALS DEFEAT,” 

PILKEY SAID. “BUT 

IN THIS CASE, IT’S 

THE OPPOSITE. IT 

MEANS VICTORY 

AND SURVIVAL.”

— ORRIN PILKEY

“

NEW BOOK

SEA LEVEL RISE: A SLOW TSUNAMI ON AMERICA’S SHORES

In his newest book, Sea Level Rise: A Slow Tsunami on America’s Shores, Orrin Pilkey paints a disturbing picture of the 

impacts sea level rise will have on the United States by the end of the 21st century.

Miami and New Orleans will disappear, he warns. Hundreds of wastewater plants, power plants, oil refineries, 

port facilities, naval bases and other vital infrastructure located along the nation’s nearly 90,000 miles of shoreline 

will be submerged or endangered. More than 10 million Americans will become climate refugees.

The only feasible response along much of the shoreline is an immediate and managed retreat, he argues. Pilkey 

wrote Sea Level Rise with his son Keith Pilkey. It was published this September by Duke University Press. 

In addition to offering examples of the consequences rising seas will bring to America’s coasts, the book 

offers practical advice to people who own property there (or are thinking about buying it), and steps that local 

governments can take to prepare for a safe and orderly retreat before it becomes impossible.
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ONE OYSTER CAN 
FILTER OVER

1.3
GALLONS OF WATER PER HOUR.

AS OYSTERS FILTER FEED, 
THEY ALSO PICK UP NUTRIENTS 

WITHIN THE WATER. 

source: sciencing.com

DID YOU 
KNOW?



When Tom Schultz learned about the Duke 
Campus Farm, a working farm in Duke Forest 
where students can volunteer to plant and harvest 
sustainably grown produce, an idea grew. 

“Students get really excited about going out there 
and getting their hands in the dirt, and I thought 
‘that’s a pretty cool concept,’” said the assistant 
professor of the practice of Marine Molecular 
Conservation. “I started thinking “what would that 
look like at the Marine Lab?’”

The answer was aquaculture. And that’s how the 
Duke Aquafarm got its start.

Located in Atlantic Beach, N.C., a 15-minute 
boat ride from the Duke Marine Lab, the aqua farm 
offers students the opportunity to get hands-on, 
feet-in-the-mud experience with oyster farming.

“Experiential learning is an extremely powerful 
tool,” said Schultz. “This is a great experience for 
the students and a really fun one.”

Students can sign up for weekly trips to the 
aquafarm. Once they jump into the water, the 
volunteers cull through and divide oyster bags, flip 
over the mesh bags and clean off organisms growing 
on the equipment.

D’amy Steward, an undergrad who volunteered 
at Duke Aquafarm while spending last fall at the 
Marine Lab, said she enjoyed being involved in all 
aspects of the project—from helping put out the 
initial 30,000 baby oysters, known as spat, when the 
farm started operating last August, to measuring 
and tracking their growth.

“I went out about as often as I could,” said 
Steward, a biology and environmental sciences 
major. “It’s just so fun to go out there, being in the 
water and having the opportunity to learn a new 
skill. I loved it.”

Although Schultz knew the habitat near the 
Marine Lab was well primed for shellfish farming, 
he admits that he didn’t know where to start.

In 2017, he approached James Morris, a marine 
ecologist with NOAA’s National Centers for Coastal 
Ocean Science and a second-generation aquaculture 
farmer, looking for some advice. Morris loved the 
idea and agreed to collaborate on the project.

“There’s a lot of knowledge that goes into it that 
he was willing to share with me,” said Schultz. “If 
I didn’t have that support, it would’ve been a really 
different process.”

Despite the farm’s educational purpose, Schultz 
had to secure a commercial lease from the N.C. 
Division of Marine Fisheries to operate it.

Morris was instrumental in helping Schultz 
navigate through the logistics, including finding 
a good site for the oyster farm—a one-acre plot 
adjacent to property near Fort Macon donated to the 
Duke Marine Lab in 1998.

photos & 
story by 

sergio tovar

g ives  s tudents 

exper ient ia l 

oys ter farming 

exper ience

duke aqua farm
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“That’s really the key to getting the lease from 
the state,” said Schultz. “Picking a site that’s 
appropriate, where there’s not a ton of boat traffic 
and you’re not excluding the public from an area 
that they normally have access to.”

The lease got state approval in January 2018. 
Schultz then started to learn more about what went 
into building the farm—including how to set up 
and secure the equipment.

Duke Aquafarm started out with 10 oyster bags 
last year, but had grown to nearly 100 bags this 
summer, when Schultz and volunteers put out an 
additional 40,000 oyster spat.

“They’re growing like crazy,” he said.
Although Schultz doesn’t plan to do aquaculture 

research, seeing the varying oyster growth rates 
caught his attention. Schultz, the director of 
Duke’s Marine Conservation Molecular Facility, is 
interested in having his lab conduct genetic testing 
in hopes of identifying markers that may help 
explain size differences.

Other Marine Lab researchers have shown interest 
in conducting studies at the aquafarm—including 
measuring the impact on water quality the oysters 
are having, as well as looking into other benefits of 
shellfish aquaculture for coastal environments.

Schultz hopes to secure funding to build 
infrastructure on adjacent Duke-owned property, 
including a dock to facilitate access from land.

He also wants to host oyster roast fundraisers to 
support the farm and local charities.

That got a step closer in June, when the Duke 
Aquafarm was granted a certificate to harvest the 
oysters and bring them back to the Marine Lab’s 
dining hall, where they can be cooked or stored.

Ultimately, Schultz said he hopes students get 
a better sense of where their food comes from and 
what it means to grow it, especially on a smaller 
scale, from working on the aquafarm.

“It’s about them having that experience,” he 
said. “That’s what is important—learning that 
environmental ethic of growing your own food and 
having a connection to what you’re eating.”

After her experience at the Duke Aquafarm, 
Steward said she’s looking into volunteering  
at Duke Campus Farm now that’s she’s back  
in Durham.

“It’s unique to see how easy it is to be able to 
grow your own food,” the senior said, adding that 
she hopes to continue doing so in the future.

“It’s such a viable option that we all need to 
consider moving forward as the world continues  
to change.” ❋
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“THAT’S WHAT 
IS IMPORTANT—
LEARNING THAT 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
ETHIC OF 
GROWING YOUR 
OWN FOOD 
AND HAVING A 
CONNECTION TO 
WHAT YOU’RE 
EATING.”

— TOM SCHULTZ

“
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HOW DID YOU FIND OUT ABOUT 
THIS INTERNSHIP OPPORTUNITY 
AT NIKE?

I networked with MEM/MBA and Nicholas 
School of the Environment alumni from 
spring of my first year onwards. Nike’s 
Sustainability Intern in 2018 was a Fuqua 
student, and I made sure to speak with 
him and a few other second years who 
had interned at Nike to learn more about 
the culture and opportunities. 

HOW DID YOU PREPARE FOR YOUR 
INTERVIEW? HOW WAS THE 
INTERVIEW CONDUCTED?

I’ve always been interested in the 
company and had been following 
sustainability news about them for 
years.  However, once I got the interview, 
I stepped up my research by reading 
current news articles, their 10-K and the 
most recent impact report. While it’s rare 

for a sustainability position to interview 
on campus, the Nike hiring team came to 
Fuqua for in-person interviews.  A NSOE 
alum (Adam Brundage, MEM’07) was the 
one who interviewed me.

WHAT WERE YOUR PRIMARY 
RESPONSIBILITIES/DUTIES AT NIKE?

I was on the Sustainable Product team 
working on marketplace integration. 
My project this summer was to create 
a strategy to integrate sustainability 
into Nike’s membership program. 
Nike’s membership program has over 
170 million members, so it’s a great 
opportunity to reach consumers at scale.  

ARE THERE 2 OR 3 SKILLS YOU 
LEARNED AT THE NICHOLAS 
SCHOOL THAT YOU PUT TO 
USE AT THIS INTERNSHIP?

Stakeholder mapping and engagement 
was absolutely critical, especially in a 
very matrixed and consensus-driven 
organization like Nike. Knowing your 
stakeholders and their priorities was 
essential to building the consensus 
needed around the strategy.       

Another important skill I utilized 
was making the business case. I think 
the Nicholas School does a great job 
emphasizing the importance of finding 
the link between the business and 
sustainability. This summer offered the 
opportunity to link sustainability with a 
specific segment of the Nike consumer. 
By leading with the business case, it  
was far easier to secure buy-in to ensure 
that the project would continue after  
the summer. 

Alex Marchyshyn, MEM/MBA’20, has stitched together the foundation for a bright future 
focusing on sustainable fashion. Her work experiences and studies focus on the intersection  

of business, the environment and supply chain, with the goal of fostering change within  
the apparel industry, ensuring greater ecological responsibility and integrity.

 
Marchyshyn is the creator of SustainableFashion101.com, a website designed to be 

a resource to help young professionals and college students be more sustainable and 
economical in their fashion choices. The website was part of a larger project for which  

she won Wear It Wise’s Sustainable Fashion Challenge in June, 2018.
 

This past summer Marchyshyn served as a Global Sustainability Intern for Nike,  
at their world headquarters in Portland, Oregon.
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WERE THERE 1 OR 2 STAND-
OUT EXPERIENCES WITH THIS 
INTERNSHIP THAT YOU  
CAN SHARE?

I was paired with a team that gave 
me a lot of trust and responsibility. 
Because of this, I got incredible 
opportunities to be a true project 
manager. A highlight for me was 
designing and running strategy 
workshops for my project. Getting key 
stakeholders in the room and ideating 
on the best way forward was exciting 
and extremely helpful when proposing 
the strategy.

Of course, since it’s Nike, you get to 
see athletes all the time. My top three 
encounters were seeing members of 
the 1999 USA Soccer Women’s World 
Cup team, almost running straight into 
LeBron James in the hall and seeing 
former NBA star, Yao Ming. 

FROM YOUR EXPERIENCE, WHAT 
ARE 1 OR 2 WAYS YOU SAW NIKE 
PRIORITIZING SUSTAINABILITY 
IN ITS PRODUCTION?

One of the most recent ways that 
Nike prioritizes sustainability in its 
production is through its Circular 
Design Guide. Released in May at the 
Copenhagen Fashion Summit, the 
Circular Design Guide is an open-
source workbook for designers and 
other product creators that highlights 
and defines ten principles that should 
be considered for circular fashion. 
Some of the principles include 
material selection, deconstruction and 
waste avoidance. The goal is to think 
about circularity at the beginning 
of the process – not when a product 
is already at the end of its life. This 
holistic approach benefits not only 
Nike, but the rest of the industry. 

YOU’VE MENTIONED “YOU COULD 
FEEL THAT EXCITEMENT AND 
MOMENTUM THIS SUMMER.” 
WHAT WAS THAT LIKE?

It was really exciting! I started my 
sustainable apparel journey in 2013, 
and at the time, there was very little 
out there, both in terms of consumer 
interest and corporate movement. 
Since then, especially in the last year 
and a half, the momentum across the 
industry is undeniable. It feels like 
every day there is a new company 
making commitments around 
sustainability. While Nike has been 
working on these issues for a long 
time (its Reuse-a-Shoe program that 
upcycles used athletics shoes has 
been around since the early 90’s), even 
there it felt that sustainability was 
gaining even more momentum and 
was a key priority of the Nike C-Suite. 
Feeling the energy and excitement of 
the team and learning all the amazing 
things that are in the works was so 
energizing– I was excited to come to 
work every day. 

HOW DID THIS INTERNSHIP 
INFORM YOUR UNDERSTANDING 
OF CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY?

It reinforced that sustainability has 
to be embedded in the organization, 
and can’t be siloed. One of the most 
exciting things about Nike is that the 
new CSO (Noel Kinder) has made a 
push to integrate sustainability into 
different divisions such as product 
or innovation so Nike’s sustainability 
professionals can understand the 
needs and pain points of each team 
and collaborate to find sustainable 
solutions. 

HOW DOES YOUR INTERNSHIP 
AT NIKE ALIGN WITH YOUR 
CAREER GOALS?

Fashion is one of the world’s most 
polluting industries (second only 
to oil and gas), and it’s something 
that we all have and wear on a daily 
basis. I want to continue my career 
working in the apparel industry to 
unlock sustainable solutions at scale 
– whether that is through the supply 
chain or by engaging and working 
with consumers. There is so much 
white space and potential in this 
industry, and I’m excited to be a part 
of the continuing momentum towards 
sustainable solutions. 

NIKE IS A GLOBAL BRAND AND 
INDUSTRY LEADER. HOW DO YOU 
SEE THIS AS AN OPPORTUNITY 
FOR IMPACT AT SCALE?

Before coming to school, I worked 
at the Environmental Defense 
Fund. Through its groundbreaking 
partnership with Walmart, I learned 
the importance of creating impact 
at scale. What a lot of people 
don’t realize about Nike is that it 
is the world’s largest supplier and 
manufacturer of athletic shoes, 
apparel and other sports equipment.  
That is an incredible opportunity to 
implement sustainable solutions at 
scale and to influence and inspire the 
rest of the industry. Being positioned 
in both footwear and apparel offers 
an incredible opportunity to not only 
green its own supply chain, but to lead 
the way for other companies. ❋

DUKE ENVIRONMENT     22

student news



STUART PIMM RECEIVES 
INTERNATIONAL PRIZE 
Stuart Pimm, Doris Duke Professor of 
Conservation Ecology, has received the 
2019 International Cosmos Prize.

The prize—which carries a 
$400,000 cash prize and is among 
the most prestigious honors in the 
environmental field—recognized  
Pimm for his research on endangered 
species and his work to help reverse 
species’ declines by protecting their 
shrinking habitats.  

Past recipients of the Cosmos Prize 
include Jane Goodall, E.O. Wilson, Richard 
Dawkins and Sir David Attenborough.  

Pimm received the Cosmos Prize at a 
ceremony this autumn in Osaka, Japan, 
where he met with Emperor Naruhito, 
delivered an invited lecture and took 
part in an international symposium on 
biodiversity held in his honor.

“It’s no exaggeration to say that 
much of what we know today about 
endangered species and what can 
be done to reverse their declines is 
directly attributable to Stuart,” said 
Toddi Steelman, Stanback Dean of the 
Nicholas School.  

“Over the course of his remarkable 
career, he’s developed quantifiable 
methods for estimating extinction 
rates and identifying global patterns 
of species and habitat loss. He’s 
championed the use of big data, 
geospatial analysis, remote sensing and 
other tools that have revolutionized 
how we do conservation and measure 
its impacts. And he’s pioneered a more 
strategic approach for investing limited 
conservation resources and partnering 
with local communities,” Steelman said. 
“This is a richly deserved honor.”

The Cosmos Prize has been awarded 
annually since 1993 to a scholar whose 
research and achievements promote 
the prize foundation’s philosophy— 
“the harmonious co-existence between 
nature and mankind.” 

Pimm has published more than 
330 peer-reviewed studies, including 
seminal works on biodiversity and 
species loss in the Everglades, the 
coastal forests of Brazil and the 
northern Andes. 

His work has shed light on the 
threats facing hundreds of endangered 
species, from iconic ones such as giant 
pandas to humble creatures like the 
Cape Sable seaside swallow, a sentinel 
species of environmental health in 
Florida’s Everglades that Pimm has 
called “a drab-looking scruffy puff  
of feathers.” 

In selecting Pimm as this year’s 
laureate, the Cosmos Prize jury cited 
his leadership at Saving Nature, a 
conservation nonprofit he founded 
to help protect and restore at-risk 
biodiversity corridors in environmental 
hotspots such as Colombia, Brazil  
and India. 

The jury also cited his commitment to 
fostering future environmental leaders 
by mentoring students at all levels—
doctoral, master’s, undergraduate and 
even high school -- and giving them 
hands-on experience as members of 
his research team.

Pimm previously has been 
recognized for his contributions  
to science with the 2010 Tyler  
Prize for Environmental Achievements 
and the 2006 Heineken Prize  
for Environmental Sciences, the  
other top awards in the  
environmental field. 

“I’m truly humbled to be this  
year’s Cosmos Prize recipient,”  
Pimm said. “Even more gratifying  
is that this honor helps shine a  
global light on the innovative  
and high-impact environmental 
research we do at the Nicholas  
School and Duke and the excellence  
of our academic programs.” ❋

WITH ONLY AROUND

1,864 GIANT

PANDAS
LIVING IN THE WILD, THE GIANT 

PANDA IS CONSIDERED 
VULNERABLE OF EXTINCTION.

source: wwf.panda.org (latest census in 2014)

DID YOU 
KNOW?
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By Brandon Gertz, MEM’21
Nicholas School Communications  
Student Assistant

Junfeng “Jim” Zhang, professor of global 
and environmental health, received a $2 
million grant from the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences to lead a 
four-year study on the effects of early life and 
prenatal exposure to air pollution on birth-
weight and growth. 

Childhood obesity increases the risk of 
many chronic diseases later in life. Though 
many factors that influence obesity, such as 
genetics, are well documented, scientists are 
beginning to explore the role that exposure to 
air pollution may also play – during infancy, in 
the womb or even before conception.

“Despite the fact that 92% of the  
world population today lives in places  
where poor air quality exceeds healthy  
limits, no published studies have tested 
the possible critical time periods, including 
before conception, when air pollution may 
impact birth weight and child growth,”  
Zhang said.

By analyzing vital statistics from the first 
two years of life for 20,000 newborns in 
Shanghai, the team will model where and 
when children have been exposed to air 
pollution. They’ll also test the effects of 
factors such as family wealth, mothers’ diet 
during pregnancy and parents’ smoking 
habits on birthweight and obesity.

“This could provide the first evidence 
supporting the idea that parental exposure 
to air pollution during critical time windows, 
including before conception and during the 
pregnancy, can be a risk factor for low birth 
weight and excessive growth in childhood. 
That information would be critical for 
promoting strategies to reduce children’s 
exposure to air pollution,” Zhang said.

Zhang holds faculty appointments at the 
Nicholas School of the Environment, the Duke 
Global Health Institute and Duke Kunshan 
University in China.

He is conducting the new study with 
colleagues from Duke, the University of 
Southern California, Children’s Hospital of 
Fudan University and the Chinese Research 
Academy of Environmental Science. ❋

$2 MILLION GRANT 
FUNDS STUDY OF AIR 
POLLUTION’S IMPACT ON 
CHILDHOOD OBESITY

school news



John Poulsen, assistant professor of 
tropical ecology, received an $848,000 
grant from the National Science 
Foundation to study the effects of 
declining elephant populations on 
Africa’s forests.

Poaching and habitat loss have 
reduced forest elephant populations 
in Central Africa by 63% since 2001. 
These losses threaten the survival 
of up to 96% of the region’s forests, 
Poulsen’s past studies have shown. 
That’s because elephants help create 
and maintain forests by dispersing 
seeds and spreading nutrients in 
their dung, and eating vegetation and 
trampling small trees which allows 
for more sunlight to penetrate to the 
forest floor.

The new five-year NSF CAREER 
grant will enable Poulsen and his 
students to investigate how the loss 
of these ecological engineers will 
change the forests and forever alter 
the vital ecosystem services such as 
timber, medicine and food that the 
forests provide.

The team’s findings could provide 
new insights into the impacts of other 
megafauna species in closed canopy 
forests worldwide.

CAREER grants are among the most 
prestigious awards presented by NSF 
to early-career researchers. ❋

 

POULSEN 
WINS GRANT 
TO STUDY IF 
ELEPHANT 
DECLINES 
= FOREST 
DECLINE, 
TOO   
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People who experience the impacts of 
hurricanes, flooding or other severe weather 
events are often more likely to believe in, and 
be concerned about, climate change in the 
wake of the disaster.

But a study co-led by Elizabeth Albright, 
assistant professor of the practice of 
environmental science and policy methods, 
finds that not all severe weather impacts have 
the same effect.

“How our community or neighborhood 
fares –- the damages it suffers –- may have 
a stronger and more lasting effect on our 
climate beliefs than individual impacts do,” 
said Albright. 

People who perceived that damage had 
occurred at a broad scale were more likely to 
believe that climate change is a problem and 
is causing harm, she explained. They were 
also more likely to perceive a greater risk of 
future flooding in their community.

In contrast, individual losses such as 
damage to one’s own house appeared  
to have a negligible long-term impact on 
climate change beliefs and perceptions of 
future risks.    

“These findings speak to the power of 
collective experiences and suggest that 
how the impacts from extreme weather 
are conceptualized, measured and shared 
matters greatly in terms of influencing 
individual beliefs,” said Deserai Crow, 
associate professor of public affairs at 

the University of Colorado at Denver, who 
coauthored the study with Albright. Crow 
earned her doctoral degree from the 
Nicholas School in 2008.

The study was funded by the National 
Science Foundation and published in the 
journal Climatic Change.

Albright and Crow surveyed residents of 
six Colorado communities that had suffered 
devastating flooding after days of intense 
rainfall dropped nearly a year’s worth of 
precipitation in mountains upstream from 
them in September, 2013. 

The surveys queried residents about their 
climate change beliefs, their perception of 
the extent of damage caused by the flooding, 
and their perception of future flood risks in 
their neighborhood. It also asked for personal 
information, such as political affiliation.  

“As expected, we found that political 
affiliation was related to the extent to which 
flood experience affected a person’s climate 
beliefs,” said Crow.  

This partisan divide did not extend to 
perceptions of future floods risks though, she 
noted. Republicans and Democrats perceived 
similar levels of risk, regardless of whether 
or not they attributed it to human-caused 
climate change. 

“It’s important that we understand these 
differences and commonalities if we want to 
build back better and more resiliently after a 
severe weather disaster,” Albright said. ❋

school newsschool news

EXTREME WEATHER CAN 
SHAPE CLIMATE BELIEFS



Tropical fish are taking up residence in 
shipwrecks and other sunken structures off 
the North Carolina coast. This pattern may 
continue or even accelerate in coming years 
given predictions of warming oceans under 
climate change, a study co-led by Nicholas 
School scientists suggests. 

“Globally, there is broad evidence that many 
tropical fish species are shifting their ranges 
poleward and to deeper waters in response to 
changing ocean conditions, and what we see 
on these reefs seems to fit that pattern,” said 
Avery B. Paxton, a visiting scholar at the  
Duke University Marine Laboratory.

One of the most surprising findings of 
the study is the fishes’ strong preference 
for hanging out on human-made structures 
versus natural rocky reefs found nearby. 

This preference suggests that the human-
made structures—which are already 
commonly found up and down the East Coast 
and in other waters worldwide—are acting 
as underwater corridors that the fish use to 
reach the habitats they need to survive,  
said Paxton. 

She and her colleagues published 
their peer-reviewed paper in Nature 
Communications Biology. 

The scuba-diving scientists collected 
population and species counts at 30 artificial 
and natural reefs off the N.C. coast between 
2013 and 2015. To track seasonal differences 
in fish populations, most of the reefs were 
visited four times a year. 

Analysis of the data confirmed that 
the number and diversity of tropical and 
subtropical fish on deep artificial reefs was 
far greater than on nearby natural reefs. The 
depth of the artificial reef mattered hugely, 
Paxton noted.

“We didn’t see these patterns on artificial 
reefs at shallow or intermediate depths, we 
only saw them on deep reefs, located between 
80 to 115 feet below the surface, where water 
temperatures often experience less seasonal 
change,” she said. 

Brian Silliman, Rachel Carson Associate 
Professor of Marine Conservation Biology,  
co-authored the study. 

Funding for the research came from  
the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management,  
the N.C. Coastal Recreational Fishing  
License Grant Program, a National Science 
Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship,  
a P.E.O. Scholar Award, and the Lenfest 
Oceans Program. ❋

TROPICAL FISH SEEK 
CLIMATE REFUGE IN 
ARTIFICIAL REEFS
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ENDANGERED RAYS 
MAY HAVE SECRET 
NURSERY IN 
MEXICAN WATERS

school news

The discovery of dozens of 
pregnant giant devil rays 
entangled in fishing nets along 
Mexico’s Gulf of California could 
mean the endangered species 
has a previously unknown 
birthing zone in nearby waters.

That’s the conclusion of a 
study led by Leo Chan Gaskins, 
a doctoral student in marine 
science and conservation at the 
Duke University Marine Lab. 

“These animals reach sexual 
maturity very slowly and they 
have only one pup per litter, so 
losing even a small number of 
pregnant females to by-catch 
can have dire effects on a local 
population’s birth potential and 
long-term survival,” Gaskins said.

“We still know very little about 
their global population size, 
annual movement patterns 
and reproductive zones, so the 
discovery and protection of a 
previously unknown pupping 
ground would be good news for 
conservation,” Gaskins said.

He published his peer-reviewed 
paper in the journal Ecology. 

Giant devil rays (Mobula 
mobular) can grow to 17 feet long 
and are known for their acrobatic 
leaps and deep dives. Large 
numbers are accidentally killed 
each year when they become 

snared in fishing nets while 
foraging in shallow waters. 

Gaskins observed the 
netted rays while taking a field 
course on community-based 
marine conservation in the 
Gulf of California as a Duke 
undergraduate in April 2014. 

Measurements of the wing 
spans of two of the dead adult 
females and one of the dead 
pups confirmed Gaskins’ belief 
that the pups were full term. 

“These measurements, along 
with the fact that each boat 
landed multiple pregnant rays, 
suggested that the fishers had 
unknowingly set their nets in a 
pupping zone,” he said.

Past studies have shown that 
giant devil rays use the Gulf 
of California as a mating and 
feeding zone in spring  
and early summer, but the 
presence of a birthing zone  
there was unknown.  

Knowing the locations and 
timing of the rays’ movements in 
the gulf as they head to and from 
the pupping grounds would help 
local fishers, fishery managers 
and conservation groups reduce 
the risk of by-catch, he said. 

Gaskins’ research was funded 
by a National Science Foundation 
Graduate Research Fellowship. ❋

GIANT DEVIL RAYS CAN 
GROW UP TO

17 FEET 
LONG

AND ARE KNOWN FOR THEIR 
ACROBATIC LEAPS AND DEEP DIVES.

DID YOU 
KNOW?



William Pan was named the Nicholas School’s inaugural Elizabeth Brooks Reid and Whitelaw 
Reid Associate Professor of Population Studies. 

A member of the Duke faculty since 2011, Pan works in countries throughout Latin 
America and Africa on a broad range of health issues influenced by human interactions with 
the environment. He currently is leading efforts to develop an integrated environmental 
monitoring and early warning system for malaria outbreaks that can be used by health 
officials in the tropics to prevent the transmission of the deadly disease.

His other recent research includes studies on mercury toxicity linked to artisanal gold 
mining in Peru; enteric infection and child growth; reproductive health and land-use change; 
and vulnerability and resilience to environmental change.

Pan holds joint appointments at the Nicholas School and the Duke Global Health Institute, 
and he is a faculty research scholar with the Duke Population Research Institute. ❋

NEW ENDOWED CHAIR

CASSAR RECEIVES PRESIDENTIAL AWARD
Nicolas Cassar, professor of biogeochemistry, was awarded a Presidential Early Career Award 
for Scientists and Engineers. The award, which is overseen by the White House Office of 
Science and Technology Policy, is the federal government’s highest honor recognizing early-
career researchers for their leadership potential.

A prolific scientist with more than 60 peer-reviewed publications to his credit, Cassar 
integrates field observations, laboratory experiments, modeling and theory to explore 
the biogeochemical and physiological mechanisms governing how carbon moves in the 
environment – from ocean to atmosphere, to plant and animal life.  

He is perhaps most widely cited for his studies on the oceanic uptake of atmospheric 
carbon dioxide, one of the major determinants of the climate's long-term response to 
emissions from fossil fuel burning and deforestation. ❋

$5 MILLION GRANT FOR EXPOSOMICS
A new $5 million grant from the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences will 
support research led by Heather Stapleton and Lee Ferguson in exposomics, an emerging 
scientific field that assesses the cumulative effects of environmental contaminants on  
human health.

Stapleton and Ferguson are principal investigators at the Duke Center for Environmental 
Exposomics and the Michael and Annie Falk Foundation Environmental Exposomics 
Laboratory. The new five-year NIEHS grant will fund the establishment of a third affiliated 
facility, the Duke Environmental Analysis Laboratory, where Stapleton, Fereguson and their 
colleagues can expand their teams’ work to develop new tools and technologies for sampling 
and quantifying contaminants and characterizing the exposome. 

Stapleton is the Dan and Bunny Gabel Associate Professor of Environmental Health. 
Ferguson is associate professor of environmental science and engineering. ❋

+ SCHOOL NEWS

VISIT OUR NEW WEBSITE
NICHOLAS.DUKE.EDU
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THE KLN TEAM, 
COLLECTIVELY AND 
INDIVIDUALLY, GAVE 
HER A LOT OF JOY,”

— GLENDA LEE
DIRECTOR OF ALUMNI 
ENGAGEMENT + PROGRAMS

“
Karen Kirchof, who influenced the 
careers of thousands of Nicholas School 
students during her 27 years as assistant 
dean and director of the school’s Career 
and Professional Development Center, 
died June 20 from pancreatic cancer. 

“Karen was a true champion for our 
students and alumni. She believed in 
them, believed they could solve the 
world’s environmental problems, and 
shared their passion for making our 
planet, and our school, a better place,” 
said Toddi Steelman, Stanback Dean of 
the Nicholas School.

“She leaves an indelible legacy of 

purpose and impact, and we are deeply 
saddened by her passing,” said  
Steelman PhD’96. 

More than 100 Nicholas School 
alumni, students, faculty and staff 
members celebrated Kirchof’s life at 
a memorial event in September. The 
school has also planted a tree in Duke 
Forest in her honor.

Kirchof joined the school’s staff in 
1990, initially serving as a one-woman 
internship placement office before 
persuading Founding Dean  
Norm L. Christensen to expand  
the office’s mission. 

“Early on, she worked with me to 
reach out to employers and potential 
employers to understand what they 
most wanted from our students,” said 
Christensen. “Through initiatives like 
Hindsight 20/20 and the Duke/Yale 
Career Fair, she developed an expansive 
network of programs and contacts that 
remains a core of our success in student 
placement today.

I am so grateful for the years I had 
working with her. We have lost a very 
special person.” 

Nick DiLuzio, president of the 
Nicholas School Alumni Council, said 

K A R E N K I R C H O F
NICHOLAS SCHOOL MOURNS PASSING OF LONG-TIME ASSISTANT DEAN 



I COULD TELL SO MANY STORIES AND USE VERY PRETTY WORDS 
TO DESCRIBE THE BEAUTIFUL WAYS KAREN INFLUENCED  
THE LIVES OF THOUSANDS OF STUDENTS, AND THE MILLIONS  
OF PEOPLE AND CREATURES WE ALL HELP. BUT IN THE END,  
I THINK HER OWN WORDS ARE BEST,” BACH-ELRONE SAID. 

“WE ARE FOREVER GRATEFUL.”
— ALEXA BACH-MCELRONE, MEM ’03

“ 
Kirchof’s positive impacts extended  
far beyond preparing students for  
the workplace.

“Karen was much more than a career 
advisor. She was a friend, a mentor, a 
confidant and a life coach. Through my 
role on the Alumni Council I talk with 
alums all across the country. Many will 
ask about their advisor or their favorite 
professor, but the one person every single 
alum asks about is Karen. I’m not sure 
if there is anyone else at the Nicholas 
School who has impacted the lives of as 
many students as she did,” said DiLuzio, 
MEM/MF’10, a partner at NewFields,  
an environmental consulting firm  
in Atlanta.  

Kirchof’s knowledge of the school’s 
alums and their career trajectories 
was extraordinary, he added. “She was 
quite literally a walking rolodex. My 
classmates and I knew that we could go 
to her and tell her ‘I want to work for X 
company’ or ‘I want to work in Y sector’ 
and she would immediately list all of  
the alums we should talk to at that 
specific company.” 

Equally remarkable was her ability to 
offer just the right blend of counsel and 
encouragement – often peppered with 
her signature line, “Do what makes your 
heart sing”—when students sought out 
her advice. 

“Karen would never squander your 
youthful idealism; she just helped 
you channel it to best fit your skills 
and interests, with a healthy dose of 
optimistic realism,” recalled Kim 
Batchelder, MEM’93, a natural resources 

planner at Sonoma County Ag + Open 
Space in Santa Rosa, Calif. 

“Her honesty helped us turn dreams 
into practical plans, and her confidence 
in us drove us to reach farther,” said 
Alexa Bach-McElrone, MEM’03, 
founder and principal at Bach-McElrone 
Consulting in San Francisco. 

Some of Batchelder’s fondest memories 
of Kirchof revolve around the time he 
spent working with her to promote 
and administer the Kuzmier-Lee-
Nikitine (KLN) Endowment Fund, 
which students created in 1992 to 
commemorate the untimely deaths 
of three classmates, Kerrie Kuzmier, 
Pavlik Nikitine and Steven Lee. 
The endowment has raised more 
than $100,000 to fund international 
internships in conservation and 
sustainable development for Nicholas 
School graduate students as a way of 
honoring Kuzmier, Lee and Nikitine by 
making it possible for new generations 
to continue the trio’s work.  

“The KLN team, collectively and 
individually, gave her a lot of joy,” 
recalled Glenda Lee, director of alumni 
engagement and programs. “Each 
year when it was time to read funding 
applications, Karen would share 
memories of Kerrie, Steve, and Pavlik, 
along with updates on some of the fund’s 
founding members. She was like a proud 
big sister.”

Part of Kirchof’s magic was that she 
made everyone she interacted with feel 
like they had an ally, said Donna Dyer, 
assistant dean for career and professional 

development at Duke’s Sanford School of 
Public Policy. 

“When I came to Duke in 1997, 
Karen was a mentor and buddy to me 
as I struggled to balance student needs 
with organizational requirements. She 
provided helpful answers and feedback 
with no judgment, and was a sounding 
board when I wanted to smash things. 
I will miss our phone calls, lunches and 
happy hours. She was one of a kind,” 
Dyer said. 

Another big part of Kirchof’s 
magic was her ability to see diamonds 
lurking beneath unpolished exteriors – 
something Bach-McElrone will always 
be grateful for.  

“I met Karen as a 20-year-old,” she 
recalled. “My naïve and ambitious self 
needed a lot of things at that point. But 
Karen gave me what I needed most – 
she saw me as the leader I am now at  
39, and she helped me in a way that 
allowed me to believe in myself and  
my big dreams.” 

In the days following Kirchof’s death, 
Bach-McElrone was reading through 
some old emails from her long-time 
friend and mentor and noticed that 
Kirchof sometimes signed off, “Forever 
grateful, Karen.” And that struck her.

“I could tell so many stories and 
use very pretty words to describe the 
beautiful ways Karen influenced the 
lives of thousands of students, and the 
millions of people and creatures we all 
help. But in the end, I think her own 
words are best,” Bach-Elrone said.  
“We are forever grateful.” ❋

NICHOLAS SCHOOL MOURNS PASSING OF LONG-TIME ASSISTANT DEAN 
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O U R  C L A S S R O O M  A T  S E A

R/V SHEARWATER
Duke University received an $11 million-
dollar gift from the Grainger Family 
Descendants Fund, a donor-advised fund of 
The Chicago Community Trust, to support 
the construction and operation of a new 
research vessel for the Duke University 
Marine Lab.  

When the former research vessel, the 
R/V Susan Hudson, was retired in 2014, 
the Marine Lab identified a new, more 
advanced vessel as vital to the operations of 
a world-class marine research laboratory, and 
determined it a strategic priority. The goals 
were to design a research vessel that would 
enhance the education and research activities 
of the Marine Lab, strengthen community 
outreach, and support collaborations in 
academia and the ocean science research 
community.

According to Andy Read, chair,  
Division of Marine Science and 
Conservation; and director, Duke  
University Marine Laboratory, the new  
boat will support and extend the mission 
of the Marine Lab, expanding research 
capabilities and providing students and  
the community additional opportunities  
for experiential learning. 

“Ocean studies are central to the 
resolution of global environmental 
problems related to the impacts of humans 
on ecological systems, biodiversity, 
climate change, coastal land management, 
environmental quality, and environmental 
health,” Read said. “So it seems quite 
sensible to have a vehicle that will allow us 
to get out on the water to study the oceans, 
teach our students about these processes, and 
engage community partners in our mission.”

JMS Naval Architects designed the 
craft, and it was built at All American 
Marine’s production facility in Bellingham, 
Washington. Construction was completed in 
late September, and after a successful launch, 
the Marine Lab took ownership of the new 
vessel—now called the R/V Shearwater—in 
early October.

IN  2017,



R/V SHEARWATER
The R/V Shearwater is a 77-foot 
catamaran designed and built for year-
round operations, and is outfitted 
with state-of-the-art scientific support 
infrastructure, tools and accessories. 
An A-frame and winches are included 
for deployment and recovery of 
instrumentation; a crane for loading and 
discharging the vessel, and wet and dry 
labs; are housed aboard; as well as a 16-
foot auxiliary boat. There is space for 30 
passengers for day trips and overnight 
accommodations for up to 15.

CLASSROOM AT SEA
Serving as a classroom at sea and a 
research platform, the R/V Shearwater 
will provide students a unique hands-
on field experience that aligns with the 
multi-disciplinary nature of ocean science 
and technology research, according to 
Matthew Dawson, the vessel’s captain.  
“In order to pursue an understanding of 
the marine world, we must go out into 
the marine world,” Dawson said.

Courses will be taught by Marine Lab 
faculty and will be a blend of lectures and 
field-based research experiences. Beyond 
the traditional coursework, students will 
be exposed to oceanographic research 
techniques, maritime history and marine 
policy. By living and learning aboard 
the R/V Shearwater, students will have a 
unique at-sea experience coupled with a 
first-class education and a front-row seat 
to cutting-edge and innovative research. 

In addition to providing an immersive 
educational experience for students, the 
R/V Shearwater will strengthen current 
outreach activities at the Marine Lab. The 
research vessel will serve to bridge the 
gap between traditional classroom and 
experiential learning for K-12 students. 
Educators, in partnership with the Marine 
Lab faculty and researchers, will be able 
to incorporate teaching modules into 
their lesson plans and in essence bring the 
classroom to the ocean. 

 
OCEANOGRAPHIC 
RESEARCH
Doubling as a research platform, the 
Shearwater will support the scientific 
investigation of the biological, chemical 
and physical ocean processes and the study 

of marine ecosystems. Activities aboard 
the research vessel will vary; ranging 
from observations, measurements, sample 
collection to instrument deployment and 
recovery, and use of auxiliary equipment.

Having a local research vessel with the 
ability to travel several hundred nautical 
miles from shore and spend multiple days 
is crucial to coastal research efforts in 
North Carolina. Over the past few years, 
this need has been met by researchers 
either chartering private boats or paying 
for the transit of research vessels from 
other states. The new vessel provides an 
additional resource for the ocean science 
research community.

Dawson commented that, “With a high 
cruising speed of 24 knots (27mph), R/V 
Shearwater can reach a fairly extensive 
region in very little time. This allows 
research and education parties to access 
distant areas without paying extra day 
rates and staff time just to transit.” 

 

2020
In the next few months the R/V 
Shearwater will make the trek from the 
West Coast of the United States through 
the Panama Canal to the East Coast, 
stopping in Florida.  

In January, Zackary Johnson, Associate 
Professor of Molecular Biology in Marine 
Science, will take the first group of 
students out for a 10-day experiential 
Biological Oceanography class. Ports of 
call for this class include Key West, Dry 
Tortugas National Park, Fort Myers, 
the Everglades and Miami. Coursework 
will consist of hands-on sample and 
data collection, real-time data analyses, 
lectures, videos and companion reading.

A dedication of the Shearwater will also 
take place in Florida in late January.  
“We are enormously grateful for the 
generous gift that has allowed us to  
build the R/V Shearwater,” said Read. 
“The scale of the endeavor (a $5M 
construction project) is much greater  
than anything we can achieve within  
our regular operating budget.”

By early spring 2020, the R/V 
Shearwater will make its way to Beaufort 
and its new home at the Marine Lab. “As 
a seafarer I may be biased,” says Dawson, 
“but I think that this vessel really brings 
the ‘marine’ back to the Marine Lab.” ❋

shear·wa·ter
noun
A LONG-WINGED 
SEABIRD RELATED 
TO THE PETRELS, 
OFTEN FLYING LOW 
OVER THE SURFACE 
OF THE WATER FAR 
FROM LAND.

DESTINATION

34°43’00.9”N 
76°40’15.3”W
DUKE MARINE 
LAB CAMPUS, 
BEAUFORT NC

ARRIVAL
JANUARY 2020
THE R/V SHEARWATER 
WILL HOST ITS FIRST 
CLASS OF STUDENTS ON 
A SIGNATURE COURSE 
TO THE DRY TORTUGAS
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impact report

T H E I M PAC T O F Y O U R G I V I NG:
A  M E S S A G E  F R O M  D E A N  S T E E L M A N 

The Nicholas School is helping to change the world 
for the better. Despite the unprecedented challenges 
our environment faces, the School’s achievements 
in education, research and outreach – many of them 
made possible with your support – give me reason to be 
hopeful about our planet’s future.

The recognized career accomplishments, research 
findings and boots-on-the-ground action of Nicholas 
School faculty and alumni are driving change. These 
committed leaders and advocates are making a positive 
environmental impact every day – across the U.S. and 
around the globe.

Much of this progress is possible thanks to the 
philanthropy of the Nicholas School community. Private 
donations determine how well we’re able to execute 
our mission and achieve our goals – and they are vital 
to advancing environmental knowledge and education. 
Every dollar counts!

Your investment in us is well placed and making 
change possible.

With gratitude,

Toddi Steelman, PhD’96
Stanback Dean, Nicholas School of the Environment

GIFTS + 
PLEDGES 

BY SOURCE*

* July 1, 2018 
- June 30, 2019

FOUNDATIONS $5,890,000

INDIVIDUALS $2,938,000

OTHER $1,260,000

CORPORATIONS $865,000

PROGRAMS + OTHER NEED
$8,335,000

GIFTS + 
PLEDGES 

BY PURPOSE*
* July 1, 2018 

- June 30, 2019

CAPITAL $60,000

ENDOWMENT $945,000

ANNUAL FUND $1,613,000
 



THANK YOU! 
When you give to the Nicholas School, you help us prepare students to change the world.  Our unique, 
immersive curriculum teaches them to think on their feet and turn vision into reality. Your giving 
also supports the work of Nicholas School faculty, who are striving to provide solutions to our most 
pressing environmental challenges.

YOU MAKE AN IMPACT 
ON FINANCIAL AID
Each year, donations to the Annual Fund help talented 
students attend the Nicholas School to realize their 
dreams of earning a premier environmental education 
at Duke.

“Support from the Annual Fund allowed me to take 
advantage of everything the Nicholas School has to 
offer. All of my education has focused on protecting 
the environment and well being of the most vulnerable 
populations. Because of your financial support, I’ll be 
able to continue pursuing these passions and improving 
the world after school without having to worry about 
financial burdens.” 
Walker Grimshaw, Class of 2020
MEM, Water Resources Management

YOU MAKE AN IMPACT ON 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
Field trips – such as those organized through the 
Nicholas School chapter of Net Impact – allow students 
to learn more about their prospective careers, industry 
challenges, job preparedness, and networking.

The 2019 Net Impact trip took students to 
Philadelphia, where they met with corporate 
sustainability professionals to learn about their previous 
experiences, current roles and work initiatives. In 2020, 
Net Impact participants will travel to Austin, Texas, 
where they will visit companies that include Dell, Whole 
Foods, Facebook and YETI.

“The importance of experiential learning within a 
professional degree program cannot be understated. 
Meeting companies in their own space helps me better 
understand current needs and trends in corporate 
sustainability. It also teaches me how to best use my 
time at the Nicholas School so that I can set myself up 
for success in this field after graduation.”
Ben McCormack, Class of 2020
MEM, Business and Environment
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