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PUTTING NATURE FIRST
Environmentalists mark 30 years of Earth Days

JER SEY W IL S O N  

Staff  reporter______

On, April  22,  1970, the first Earth 

D a y ,  t h e  m o d e r n  A m e r i c a n  

e n v i r o n m e n t a l  m o v e m e n t  le ap t  on to  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  s t a g e  a n d  c a l l e d  f o r  

s w e e p i n g  c h a n g e s .  T h i s  s o c i a l  

m o v e m e n t  s h a p e d  t h e  v a l u e s  a n d  

p r i o r i t i e s  o f  a  g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  

e ven tua l l y  a l te re d  A m e r i c a n  pol ic ies  

and politics.

Earth Day  was born  in 1969 as a 

p roposa l  by  G a y l o r d  N e l s o n ,  then  a 

Unit ed  S ta t e s  S e n a t o r ,  fo r  a n a t i o n 

wide “E nv ir onm enta l  T each-In .” This  

t e a c h - i n ,  m o d e l e d  o n  th e  a n t i - w a r  

t e a c h - in s ,  w a s  u r g e d  to b e  h e l d  on 

A m e r i c a n  C o l l e g e  c a m p u s e s  t h e  

fol lowing spr ing.  T he  idea was spread 

across  the c oun t ry ,  esp ec ia l l y  a m o n g  

young  people .

A headqua r t e r s  for  the cam pa ign  

w a s  s e t  u p  in  c r a m p e d  o f f i c e s  in 

W a s h i n g t o n ,  D C .  S e n a t o r  N e l s o n  

n a m e d  i t s  b o a r d  o f  d i r e c t o r .  

R e p u b l i c a n  R e p r e s e n t a t i v e  P e t e  

M c C l o s k e y  w a s  c o - c h a i r .  D e n i s  

Hayeds ,  a  recen t  S ta n fo rd  Universi ty  

g r a d u a t e ,  w a s  h i r e d  a s  N a t i o n a l  

C o o r d i n a t o r .  A t  i t s  p e a k ,  t h e  

headquarters  had a  s taff  o f  60  as well 

as seve ra l  h u n d r e d ,  m o s t l y - y o u th f u l  

volunteers.

O v e r  t h e  n e x t  s e v e r a l  m o n t h s ,  

o r g a n i z e r s  s p i l l e d  o f f  c o l l e g e  

c a m p u s e s  a n d  i n t o  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  

whe re  they  sough t  to receive support  

f rom  b u s i n e s s ,  l a bo r ,  e d u c a t o r s  and  

c i v i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  T h e  t e a c h - i n  

c o n c e p t  q u i c k l y  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  

E a r t h  D a y ,  a s  t h e  n a t i o n a l  s t a f f  

a s s e m b l e d  c o m m u n i t i e s  in e v e r y  

ma jor  A m er ican  city.

H ayes desi gned a  s t ra tegy to win 

and retain broad  middle  c lass support.  

As the N e w  Y ork  T im es  descr ibed the 

campaign;  “Conse rv a t iv es  were for  it. 

L i b e r a l s  w e r e  f o r  it .  D e m o c r a t s ,  

R e p u b l i c a n s  a n d  i n d e p e n d e n t s  w e re  

for  it. So  w e r e  the  ins , the ou ts ,  the 

Execut ive and Legis la t ive br anches  o f  

g overn m ent . ”

T h e r e  w e r e  an  e s t i m a t e d  2 0  

m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  th a t  t o o k  pa r t  in the 

f i r s t  E a r t h  D a y .  P e o p l e  l i s t e n e d  to 

s p e e c h e s ,  h e l d  s e m i n a r s ,  a n d  t o o k  

p r a c t i c a l  a c t i o n  to  c l e a n  u p  t h e  

com munit y .  C ongre ss  adjourned for a 

d a y .  S t u d e n t s  a t  s e v e r a l  c o l l e g e  

f o r m e d  b a r r i c a d e s  to  k e e p  c a r s  o f f  

c am pus  and from passing their schools 

g a t e s .  C i t i z e n s  in W e s t  V i r g i n i a  

picked up five tons o f  garbage  o f f  the

highw ay and deposi ted it on the steps 

o f  the c o u n t y  c o u r t h o u s e .  All  th ree  

ma jor  networks televised the activities 

o f  t h e  d a y ,  a n d  d e v o t e d  th e n t i r e  

d a y t i m e  p r o g r a m m i n g  to E a r th  d ay  

coverage.

E a r t h  D a y ’s go a l  w a s  to  u n i t e  

c o n s e r v a t i o n  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  w i t h  

younge r  groups focused on urban and 

in d u s t r i a l  is sues .  T h e  e v e n t s  o f  the 

n e x t  fe w  y e a r s  w o u l d  d e m o n s t r a t e  

t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r .  T h e  

Environmental  Protect ion Agency  was 

e s t a b l i s h e d  la te r  in 1970; the to ugh  

C le an  A ir  Act  o f  1970 w as  pas sed  ; 

the mili tary was forced to halt the use 

o f  mutagen ic  defo l ian ts  in Sou th ea st  

A s i a .  W i t h i n  th  n e x t  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  

la ndmark s as the C lean  W a te r  Act,  t 

he  E n d an g e red  Spec ies  Act .  and  the 

Resource Conservat ion  and Recovery  

Act  were passed.

As the 20th ann iversary o f  Earth 

Day approached,  the condi t ion o f  the 

e a r t h  c a l l e d  fo r  the a t t e n t io n  o f  an 

in ternat iona l  au d ience.  T rea t s  to the 

w o r ld ’s ocean,  c l imate change,  ozone 

d e p l e t i o n ,  a n d  o t h e r  i s s u e s  w e r e  

r e c e i v i n g  m e d i a  a t t e n t i o n .  A 

s u c c e s s f u l  E a r t h  D a y  c o u l d  be 

instrumental  in encourag ing  heads o f  

s t a t e  to  a t t e n d  th e  up  c o m i n g  U N  

Sum m it  in Brazil,  and vote on behal f  

o f  important  earth saving proposals.

A g a i n  H a y e s  a n d  S e n a t o r  

N e ls on  were  in s trum enta l  in lead in g  

the campaign .  Chris t ina De.sser, Mark 

Dubois  and Teresa McG lashin assisted 

them in the internat ional outreach.

By  A p r i l  1990 ,  e v e n t s  h ad  

b e e n  o r g a n i z e d  in 141 c o u n t r i e s .  

E s t im a te s  o f  p a r t ic ipan ts  a ro u n d  the 

world ranged as high as 200 mill ion.

In m a n y  na t io ns.  Ear th  Day  

c r e a t e d  an  a t m o s p h e r e  in w h i c h  

p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  f e l t  c o m p e l l e d  to 

a t t e n d  t h e  U N  S u m m i t  in R i o  d e  

J an e i ro .  T h e  E a r th  S u m m i t  w as  the 

largest col lect ion o f  nat ional  poli tical 

leade rs  ev e r  to m ee t  in one  place,  it 

made so m e important  steps toward  the 

prob lems o f  c l imate  change  and other  

i s s u e s .  S e v e r a l  E a s t e r n  E u r o p e a n  

na t io ns  r e s p o n d e d  to pub l i c  d e m a n d  

by  e s t a b l i s h i n g  n e w  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  

protection agencies.  Also  top off icials 

in  N e w  Y o r k  p a s s e d  t h e  l a r g e s t  

env i ro nmenta l  bond  act in the s t a te ’s 

history,  a  $2 bil lion package.

F o r  3 0  y e a r s  t h e  E a r t h  D a y  

c a m p a i g n  h a s  b e e n  a w o r l d w i d e  

al liance working  to p romote a heal thy 

e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  a  p e a c e f u l ,  j u s t ,  

s u s t a i n a b l e  w o r l d  by  o r g a n i z i n g

events , act ivi ties and annual  campaigns .  It is 

the cause  for  m a n y  c h a n g e s  that have been 

b r o u g h t  ab o u t  fo r  the g r e a t e r  g o o d  o f  the 

world.

How to make a difference:
• R e c y c l e  y o u r  t r a s h .  P r e s s  c a m p u s  

o f f i c i a l s  fo r  r e c y c l i n g  b i n s  fo r  a l u m i n u m  

cans,  glass and new spapers .

• B u y  r e c y c l e d  p r o d u c t s  a n d  p r o d u c t s  

that use m in im a l  pack ag ing .  Extra  wrapp in g  

might  look nice,  but it’s trash.

• Wri te  to y o u r  legislators . Tell them to 

think about  e nv i ronm en ta l  issues.

• Park yo u r  car .  T a k e  the bus and  push 

N .C .  o f f i c i a l s  f o r  a  m a s s - t r a n s i t  s y s t e m .  

Carpoo l  or  walk.  H appy  Harth Day.

Which one would you choose?

T h e  e le p ha nt s ?  T h e  whales?  T h e  c lean air  wc  br ea t he?  M a y be  the  c h o ic e  i sn’t so clear. 

M a yb e  y o u ’d l ike a way to  keep  t h em  all. N o w  the  w o r l d ’s l ead in g  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  g r o u p s  

arc w o r k i n g  t o g e t h e r .  To f in d  o u t  h o w  y o u  can  h e lp ,  lo o k  for  us at  w w w . e a r t h s h a r e . o r g .

One environment. One simple way to care for il.
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