
T
he May 2013 protests in Istanbul’s 
Taksim Gezi Park were about freedom 
of assembly, freedom of expression 
and about concerns the Turkish 
government was becoming more 

religious and less secular. They were also, at 
the core, a land-use dispute. 

While the millions of protesters in Turkey 
drew worldwide attention, environmental 

attorneys across the world like Gonca Yilmaz 
usually fi nd themselves working alone with 

little media attention and few resources to support 
them. Yilmaz is one of the attorneys working to 
save the last green space in Taksim Square 
against a government redevelopment plan to 
raze Gezi Park and build a mall and residential 
area. She and several other international 
women fi ghting to save the environment have 
come to Eugene through the Environmental 
Law Alliance Worldwide (ELAW).

Yilmaz is joined in Eugene during the 
University of Oregon’s Public Interest 
Environmental Law Conference (PIELC) 

Feb. 27-March 2 by Luisa Araúz of Panama, 
Harriet Bibangambah of Uganda and 

Baigalimaa Nyamdavaa of Mongolia, who are 
all fi ghting for environmental causes in their 
nations and all linked through ELAW. They 
meet and sit around a wooden table chatting 
about their experiences in ELAW’s tree-
shrouded offi ces across the street from the 
UO. 

Defending the environment and the 
people who depend upon the land for 
survival — and often angering businesses 
and governments alike — is not a big 
money-making proposition either in 
the U.S. or abroad. And being a female 
involved with legal battles has its 
challenges, as well as its advantages. 

Araúz, staff attorney at El Centro de 
Incidencia Ambiental, says, “One of the 
main advantages of being a woman in 
environmental law is the ability to connect 
with the suffering of other women and 
children in vulnerable communities, which are 
being impacted by environmental degradation, 
which gives me a lot of motivation to pursue 
these causes until justice is fi nally achieved.” 
According to Arúaz, many women in Panama 
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The Public Interest Environmental Law Conference 
kicks off Thursday, Feb. 27, at 4 pm with the fi rst round 
of panels. At 6:15 pm Wen Tiejun and Zhihe Wang of 
China keynote, followed by the controversial Lierre 
Keith of Deep Green Resistance. This event, while 
free, requires advance tickets.

Friday morning’s panels begin at 8:15 am, and 
the 11:45 am keynoters are Jane Lubchenco, former 
administrator of NOAA, and Patrick Parenteau of the 
Vermont Law School. Afternoon panels are followed 
by talks by Stephen Corry of Survival International 

and tribal law and policy expert Mary J. Pavel at 
5 pm. The evening’s activities include the Indigenous 
People’s reception and the PIELC celebration. 

Saturday, March 1, follows the panel/keynote 
pattern with Lauren Regan of the Civil Liberties 
Defense Center and Richard Monje, Vice President 
of Workers United/SEIU as well as Papuan tribal 
representatives at 12:15 pm. At 7 pm James Hansen, 
former director of the NASA Goddard Space 
Institute, speaks along with Mary Wood of the UO 
law school. 

The conference wraps up Sunday with still more 
panels and 12:15 pm keynotes by Heather Milton-
Lightening, founding member of the Native Youth 
Movement, and former Green Party presidential 
candidate Jill Stein. 

All keynote addresses are in the UO’s EMU, and 
the conference is at the EMU and the School of Law. 
PIELC is free to the public, though donations can be 
made to support the conference. For a program and 
registration (which is encouraged but not required) go 
to pielc.org. — Camilla Mortensen 

pursue a career in the law, and practicing environmental law is gaining popularity. 
Bibangambah, program and research offi cer for the nongovernmental organization 

Greenwatch, says that in Uganda “If there are few environmental lawyers, then there are fewer 
women environmental lawyers.” But she says that in the fi eld, when going out to talk to people 
in rural areas about environmental issues they are facing, it can help to be a woman. “The 
approach we have used as women has worked to our advantage,” she says. “You understand 
what a woman goes through,” and she points out the male-dominated system has not been 
working.

Nyamdavaa, program offi cer for the Human Rights Advocacy Program at the Centre for 
Human Rights and Development in Ulaanbaatar, says there is a similar trend in Mongolia, 
where women tend to work on human rights and environmental issues while men tend to work 
on criminal law. She adds that overall, in Mongolia, women tend to be better educated than men 
in order to get jobs.

Yilmaz adds that in Turkey there are maybe 50 or 60 environmental lawyers total and about 
half are women. “There is no money in that area, so you have to be kind of idealistic.” She adds, 
“It is also a challenge because you have to challenge government.”

In addition to challenging the government on its policies, Yilmaz says another obstacle she 
faces is going into rural areas where some men won’t communicate with her for cultural reasons.

These women coming to Oregon from across the globe under the umbrella of ELAW face 
similar challenges in their cases. They use comparable terminology and deal with familiar 
frustrations: deceptive or confusing environmental impact statements, a lack of access to good 
science, international corporations willing to sacrifi ce the environment and poor, rural people 
for their gain. Though the outcry against the coal plants, dams and mines these women battle is 
usually not as loud or as far-reaching as the uproar over Turkey’s Gezi Park, perhaps it should 
be, as the impacts upon the environment are huge. 

Mining is booming in Mongolia, and its people are facing the massive environmental 
impacts. A recent article on Mining.com features a photo of colorfully dressed Mongolians 
dancing with the caption “Mongolians could be jumping for joy soon” over a proposed $6 
billion-plus underground expansion of Oyu Tolgoi, Rio Tinto’s copper-gold mine the size of 
Alaska in Mongolia’s Gobi Desert. However, environmental attorneys such as Nyamdavaa 
aren’t celebrating because the mine threatens the fresh water supply of the area’s nomadic 
people and the money isn’t worth the damages. Those nomadic people often don’t know 
the laws or even who to talk to about the issues such as mercury and arsenic contamination, 
Nyamdavaa says. 

The fi ght over mining in Mongolia is complicated, Nyamdavaa says, by the fact the scientists 
collecting the data are employed by the government “and are afraid to lose their jobs,” making 
access to accurate information diffi cult. 

Access to information, and protecting water supplies, is another area that links these four 
women. Yilmaz and Arauz are fi ghting hydroelectric projects that would not only affect 
ecosystems but also deny water to the people who live along the river who, like the nomads 
of Mongolia, often lack access to legal resources to fi ght the entities building the dams. 
Yilmaz says one river in Turkey is slated for fi ve or six separate hydroelectric projects that 
could cut local people off from their access to water because the cumulative impact of 
all the projects is not being looked at. ELAW provides scientifi c and legal help on their 
cases, as well as emotional support in times of stress. 

In Uganda, Bibangambah has been working to stop the pollution of Lake Victoria, 
the world’s largest freshwater lake, by fl ower farms such as Rosebud, which has been 
accused of adding soil to a wetland to increase its farmlands. Flower farming is land 
and chemical intensive. 

Bibangambah’s organization has also been fi ghting for access to information. She 
says the government of Uganda signed oil and gas agreements on behalf of the people 
of Uganda, but the agreements haven’t been made public, citing confi dentiality clauses. 

These worldwide battles mirror environmental fi ghts here in the U.S. “The 
companies and government are always against you,” Yilmaz says. “And just to feel 
that someone is behind you is very important.”

Gonca Yilmaz, Luisa Arauz, Harriet Bibangambah and Baigalimaa Nyamdavaa will 
attend the PIELC conference Feb. 27-March 2; Arauz and Bibangambah will present on 
“Seeking Justice Through Access to Information and Public Participation” Thursday 4 pm 
at the EMU. For a brochure and panel times, go to pielc.org. 
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A
s head honcho of the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) from 
2009-2013, Oregon State University marine 
biologist and distinguished professor Jane 
Lubchenco has a unique perspective on the 

way politicians regard climate change. In NOAA, 
“the politics loom large,” she says, and Congress 
continues to squabble over climate issues, barring 
progress toward reducing carbon emissions. Now 
she’s back in Oregon, and in her keynote speech 
on Friday, she plans to discuss her experiences 
at NOAA and share with audience members how 
science and politics intersect in Washington, D.C. 
EW caught up with Lubchenco from her offi ce in 
Corvallis.

How did you address climate change during 
your time as NOAA administrator?

NOAA is responsible for providing climate 
services by congressional direction, and when I 
went to NOAA, we looked at how the agency was 
organized to provide these services and realized that 
the demand for information about climate change 
and adaptation was growing exponentially. We 
realized that we could be organized more effi ciently 
in a way that connected the science to the services 
and the services to users, so I proposed to Congress 
that we do an internal reorganization within NOAA 
that would be budget neutral but would allow us 
to provide climate services more effectively. We 
proposed calling it the National Climate Service, 
analogous to the National Weather Service.

All of those arguments went nowhere, in part 
because the word “climate” was in the title. I had 
a really interesting experience, and in the end 
was not allowed to do that project. It continues 
being ineffi cient, because under some members 
of Congress’ watch, there was no way they were 
going to approve the National Climate Service. I 
was struck by how different the conversations were 
within Congress than other regions of the country.

Before you went to Washington, D.C., 
did you expect there to be such discord in 
Congress regarding climate change?

In Congress, it’s highly partisan, highly 
polarized. You can’t even say the word “climate” 
without a knee-jerk, immediate response on both 

sides. It’s diffi cult to have a reasonable conversation about it because it has become such a 
hot button issue, but that doesn’t serve anybody well.

I’m a scientist, and I fi rmly believe that science should not be partisan. Over the years I 
have worked a lot both with Democrats and Republicans, quite effectively, on a wide range 
of issues, and the tenor of those conversations in the past is very different than the tenor 
you hear in Congressional hearings today. It is so polarized that individuals can’t even 
explore ideas or ask questions without getting trounced or jumped upon by their colleagues 
for not towing the party line. That stalemate is really problematic, and it’s only going to 
change when the American public says, “Enough already,” and when the power of money 
to continue to create uncertainty and confusion in the minds of the American public is dealt 
with. 

During the four years I was at NOAA, we saw the most extreme years of weather in 
the United States, as in record-breaking in every single category of weather. We saw 770 
tornadoes, six major fl oods, three tsunamis, a prolonged heat wave, drought, wildfi res and 
record-setting snowfall and blizzards. One thing NOAA tracks is weather-related hazards 
that cost at least $1 billion in damage, and the average number of events is three to four a 
year. During 2011, we had 14. In 2012, we had 11. 

In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, some individuals like Gov. Christie and Mayor 
Bloomberg were making very strong statements of this as a harbinger of things to come 
with climate change, and more and more, Americans started asking, “What the heck is 
going on with all this weird weather?” I think the dialogue is really changing in this country 
based on people’s personal experiences. Their experience is trumping some of the noise 
that is out there. I think that the landscape is changing. The question is, will it change fast 
enough? 

You’ve been a big advocate for science communication. What are your 
thoughts on communicating science to the public?

I think scientists really have an obligation as a community to do a better job of sharing 
what they know with the public and policy makers and doing so in a way that is credible 
and understandable. A lot of people are hungry for information, so I think having a trusted 
source of information that people can go to and believe in is really important. I can’t 
tell you how many times I’ve sat on an airplane with someone who learns I’m a marine 
biologist, and they want to know, “How do the oceans work?” or “Can I eat salmon?” All 
these questions come pouring out, so there is a hunger for information. Not just generic 
information, but information that they trust. That’s the key, having the information be 
understandable but also relevant.

How are you continuing your research?
I continue to be involved in many of the issues I was interested in before. For example, 

how do we think differently about managing fi sheries in light of climate change and ocean 
acidifi cation? The natural world provides a wealth of benefi ts to people that we take for 
granted and that are often not captured in policy and management, and yet are extremely 
important and valuable. How do we do a better job of valuing natural capital in our 
policies and practices? That’s the interface between economics and ecology, but it involves 
management and policy and law as well. I’m also involved in a project that I started right 
after I left NOAA to fi gure out lessons learned from the [BP] oil spill, what worked and 
didn’t work in respect to science and communication of science, and how we can build that 
experience and fold it into the next natural disaster that happens.

Interview has been edited for clarity and length.

Overseeing the Oceans
Former NOAA administrator weighs in on climate change and communication BY AMY SCHNEIDER

Former presidential candidate Jill Stein will visit 
Eugene to talk about a new campaign she is helping 
create. The “Global Climate Convergence” campaign 
will kick off this spring from Earth Day until May 
Day. 

Stein, who is a medical doctor, will speak at the 
Public Interest Environmental Law Conference held 
at the UO on both Friday and Sunday. 

“The minute I was invited I jumped at the chance. 
What a wonderful opportunity to talk to a dynamic, 
world-changing group of people,” Stein says. “The 

PIELC has a wonderful reputation of being at the 
leading edge of environmental justice and action.” 

The campaign that Stein will present to her audience 
involves the idea that all the different movements — 
labor, education, race, LGBT, environmental — need 
to come together in order to be successful. Stein says 
that once the movements come together, there will be 
a strong majority to change many policies in America.

“We can have it all. We can have health care and 
education as a human right as well as a just, green, 
sustainable future,” Stein says.

In order for this to happen, Stein says that people 
in different movements will have to overcome the 
“divide and conquer” strategy. 

“Essentially, we’re calling for nothing less than 
the Marshall Plan or the Manhattan Project,” Stein 
says. “If we did it for them, we can do it for us.”

Stein joins the “Powering Up for People, Planet & 
Peace” panel 3:30 to 4:45 pm Friday, Feb. 28, in LAW 
175 and is a keynote speaker at 12:15 pm Sunday at 
the UO law school. Free. — Kevin Sullivan 

‘In Congress, 
it’s highly 

partisan, highly 
polarized. You 

can’t even 
say the word 

“climate” 
without a knee-
jerk immediate 

response on 
both sides.’ 

— JANE LUBCHENCO, 
FORMER NOAA ADMIN

Former Green Presidential Candidate Comes To UO 
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healthy environment.
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Worldwide is helping partners in 70 
countries challenge environmental 

abuses and build a sustainable future.

Help craft a cleaner, 
greener tomorrow by 

supporting ELAW today.

www.elaw.org/give
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L
auren Regan and the organization she founded, the Civil Liberties Defense Center, 
have become known nationwide for defending civil liberties and environmental issues, 
including representing Keystone XL pipeline protesters. The CLDC is celebrating its 
10th anniversary this year, and Regan not only be giving a keynote at the Public 
Interest Environmental Law Conference, she will also appear on a number of panels. 

Perhaps most notable for those who have been following efforts to halt global warming, 
she will share a workshop with James Hansen, formerly of the NASA Goddard Institute 
for Space Studies.

Hansen brought climate change to the world’s attention in the 1980s, and as a scientist  
he has been criticized for taking an activist position on the issue. He left NASA in order 
to better fi ght global warming. Even 
before leaving the space agency, Hansen 
took vacation time to be arrested or cited 
protesting climate change. 

Hansen tells EW, “We must work on 
several approaches at the same time. I am 
spending less time on civil disobedience 
for the time being because there are only 24 
hours in a day and seven days a week.” He 
says, “Civil disobedience was successful in 
getting some attention. However, ultimately 
what we must get is a rising fee on carbon, 
and I believe the only way that can work is 
as a fee-and-dividend approach, with the fee 
collected from fossil fuel companies and 
the funds distributed to the public, an equal 
amount to all legal residents, so people who 
do better than average in limiting their fossil 
fuel use will make money.”

The Civil Disobedience Workshop takes place Saturday, March 1, at 3:30 pm in room 
175 of the UO law school, and it will also feature Cathy Sampson-Kruse of the Walla Walla 
Tribe of the Confederated Tribes of Umatilla, who was recently arrested for attempting 
to block megaloads of tar sands equipment going through Oregon. Hansen has called tar 
sands oil “the dirtiest of fuels” and said reliance upon it is “game over” for the climate.

Hansen says he is working with the Citizens Climate Lobby “as they promote fee-and-
dividend.” He adds, “I also think the legal approach that Our Children’s Trust has initiated 
has the potential to both draw attention to the issue and force the government to come up 
with a plan.” Our Children’s Trust is using the public trust doctrine in courts to argue for 
climate recovery.

Hansen will keynote the conference at 7 pm Saturday, March 1, along with UO law 
professor Mary Wood, author of Nature’s Trust. Regan keynotes earlier that day at 12:15 
pm with Richard Monje, vice president of Workers United/SEIU. Regan says she and 
Monje she will share the keynote hour “talking why more unites us than divides us.” 

All are invited to celebrate the CLDC’s 10th anniversary party at 7 pm Saturday, March 1, at Sprout! 418 A Street in 
Springfi eld. $3-$30, sliding scale.

Civil Liberties and 
Climate Change
James Hansen and Eugene’s CLDC team up at PIELC
BY CAMILLA MORTENSEN

Even before leaving 
the space agency, 

Hansen took vacation 
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or cited protesting 

climate change
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