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Environmental Proving 
Ground

Kevin Lynch’s 1974 
“Temporary Paradise?” 
envisioned San Diego as a 
city uniquely integrated with 
nature.

Michael Soulé’s work 
on San Diego was key 
to the new field of 
Conservation Biology, 
1970s-80s. 

Protests against toxic dumping by 
a US firm in Tijuana’s Colonia
Chilpancingo, led to a landmark 
trans-border cleanup and 
mobilization in the 1990s – 2000s

Environmental 
Health Coalition, 
founded in 1980, 
pioneered 
Environmental 
Justice organizing in 
CA

SD passed the first 
metro scale habitat 
conservation plan 
in the US, 1997

SD writer Richard Louv
helped spark an 
international movement for 
children in nature, 2000s

After 1970, San Diego was an 
incubator for green activism and a 
proving ground for modern 
environmental policy
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San Diego: Bio-Diversity Hotspot
Soil, slope, elevation, 
moisture, micro-
climate… shape 
diverse ecological 
landscapes, 
interwoven with the 
urban fabric creating 
the most bio-diverse 
metro area in North 
America.
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Torrey Pines State 
Reserve overlooking Los 
Peñasquitos Lagoon, 
ground zero for the new 
environmentalism.

Environmental politics in 
San Diego emerged along 
two tracks in the 1970s.

1) Concerns over sprawl, 
endangered species, and the 
costs of growth coalesced in a 
right-leaning conservation 
movement fitting the 
conservative city.

Pro-environmental Republican, 
Pete Wilson, elected Mayor, 1971
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2) Organizing for Environmental Justice

Environmental Health Coalition,
founded in 1981 in response to illegal 
dumping in Southcrest and Barrio 
Logan, became a leader in 
Environmental Justice organizing in 
California. 

The unequal landscapes of 
Southeast San Diego sparked 
new movements for 
environmental justice. 

Earth Day, 1970, Chicano activists 
seized land beneath the newly 
constructed Coronado Bay Bridge in 
Barrio Logan for a Chicano Park.
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Conservation Biology – Science-Based Conservation

Michael Soulé’s research on San Diego’s 
urban canyons was foundational to the new 
field of Conservation Biology.

Biodiversity Activism – Monkey-
Wrenchers meet Science

San Diego’s diverse ecology attracted scientists and 
biodiversity activists who would push the boundaries 
of environmental science, policy, and planning in the 
1980s-90s.

Biodiversity activist 
Dave Hogan 
flooded wildlife 
agencies with 
Endangered 
Species petitions
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Habitat Conservation 
Planning – the MSCP

§ Endangered Species Act, 1973

§ San Bruno Mountain, Habitat 
Conservation Plan, 1982

§ Natural Community Conservation 
Planning Act, 1993

§ Multiple Species Conservation 
Program, (San Diego) 1997

SD passed the 
first metro scale 
habitat 
conservation 
plan in the US, 
1997 170,000 acres set aside to prevent 

extinction of 85 species…
… in exchange development on 
everything else.
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Nature for All - Friends of the 
Canyons

Sierra Club’s 
Eric Bowlby, 
“the Paul 
Revere of San 
Diego’s 
canyons"

San Diego Canyons and 
”Friends” Groups

Sewer Dept map of 
Canyon Roads

New movements for 
“urban nature” 
blossomed in the 2000s, 
bringing together the 
separate poles of 20th
century 
environmentalism -
aligned around 
conservation and justice
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“Canyons bisect almost every urban 
neighborhood in San Diego County. Because 
of that, they are a great opportunity that 
everybody can access. There’s no cost, and 
they are usually in walking distance from 
everyone’s homes.”  (Shara Fisler, Ocean 
Discovery Institute)

ODI “Living Lab” - Manzanita Cyn

Groundwork SD–Chollas 
Creek Coalition - Earthlab

Canyonlands - City Heights 
habitat restoration 

“We can't expect 
kids to take buses 
to Nature.” 
Richard Louv, 
2020

Navigating Nature and Justice
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Children in Nature: 
Connecting with the 

Outdoors

§ San Diego River Park Foundation

§ Friends of Rose Canyon – ’Sense of Wonder’ Project

§ Intl Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN): children have a human 
right to experience the natural world. 2012

Initiatives supporting Children in Nature 

Children and Nature Network (2006), #Nature for All

San Diego Canyonlands –
City Heights Canyon Enhancement and Loop Trail

Groundwork San Diego - Chollas Creek Restoration, Earthlab. 

Richard Louv: 
Last Child in the 
Woods (2005) 

http://www.childrenandnature.org/blog/2012/09/26/all-children-need-nature-worldwide-three-major-advances-at-iucn-world-congress/
http://www.childrenandnature.org/blog/2012/09/26/all-children-need-nature-worldwide-three-major-advances-at-iucn-world-congress/
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Native Lands

San Diego: 18 Reservations and 17 Tribal 
Governments, most in any U.S. county

In the early 2000s, San Diego’s tribal 
communities were leaders in movements for 
Native sovereignty, gaming rights, AND 
traditional environmental stewardship and 
protection

The Campo Kumeyaay Nation fused “traditional 
knowledge with modern methodologies” to 
enhance the environment, cultural heritage and 
economic development .

”Rock drop” structure on Diebold Creek, 
Campo Nation, before and after.
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Greening with Justice: Community 

Equity and Engagement  
§ Community Planning – local community organizations take 

the lead

§ Community Gardens, fresh food – eg, Brightside

§ Support for urban agriculture in conjunction with affordable 
housing construction

§ Volunteer work projects – vacant lot restoration as ‘model 
landscapes’ for study

§ San Diego – Environmental Health Coalition,

§ San Diego 350-Climate Action

§ Climate Action Campaign – Climate Action Plan 2015

§ Chollas Creek Coalition – Chollas Creek Regional 
Park
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