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Earth Day Celebrates Wisconsin’s  

Environmental Education Heritage 
 

By State Senator Julie Lassa 

 

Earth Day is celebrated all over the world today, but it originated as part of Wisconsin’s conservation heritage.  

It was founded back in 1970 by former governor and senator Gaylord Nelson as a day that would be devoted to 

teaching and learning about the environment.  

For two generations now, Earth Day activities have been part of our children’s lives.  They’ve learned 

about far off ecosystems like the oceans and rainforests, and about the many fascinating creatures who live 

there. But they’ve learned about nature closer to home, too, studying tadpoles in the neighborhood stream or 

planting trees at the school forest. In the tradition of pioneering Wisconsin naturalist Aldo Leopold, Earth Day 

is one more way that our historic bipartisan commitment to learning about and protecting our natural heritage 

has enriched not only our state but the entire planet. 

That’s why I’m concerned that the importance of preserving our conservation heritage is currently being 

undermined here at home.  There has been much negative public reaction to the Governor’s proposed freezing 

of the Stewardship Program, which preserves undeveloped natural spaces for the public to enjoy.  But the 

budget also includes the largest cuts to the state’s environmental education programs in their history.   It 

eliminates the Wisconsin Environmental Education Board and repeals the legislative authority for the 

Wisconsin Center for Environmental Education at UW-Stevens Point, a move that would end school forest 

grants to school districts statewide. The budget also cuts the Department of Instruction’s environmental 

education staff.  

Many of these programs were implemented in the 1990s under Republican Governor Tommy 

Thompson.   One example of these is the Wisconsin Environmental Education Board (WEEB), which operates 

in conjunction with UWSP’s Wisconsin Center for Environmental Education.  The Board has given millions in 

grants to schools, local nonprofit organizations, municipalities and agencies for projects such as soil 

conservation, shoreline restoration, nature trails and boardwalks, and forestry projects.  One of the most 

important of these is the school forest program, which funds school forest establishment and improvement for 

elementary schools, high schools and technical colleges statewide. 
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The funding for these programs leverages millions in other grants to environmental education programs 

in our state, directly touches the lives of nearly a million residents and supports 140,000 hours of service 

projects.   The Center also provides environmental education training for more than 1,500 teachers and supports 

learning for 100,000 students annually with programs such as Green & Healthy Schools and the Wisconsin 

Nature Centers Collaborative.   

These programs do more than just teach children and adults about our natural heritage.  Environmental 

education promotes a balanced understanding of natural resource management that includes social and 

economic needs as well as conservation.  It gives educators and students a chance for real-world, hands-on 

application of the principles of science and biology.  It helps train the next generation of professionals in such 

fields as agriculture, forestry, tourism, and manufacturing.  Perhaps most importantly, it helps produce citizens 

who are aware of the importance of our natural resources and can participate in managing and preserving them. 

I remember when I was young, a trip to the school forest was the highlight of the school year, and I see 

that same excitement in my own children today.  Cutting these programs is short-sighted; eliminating them 

entirely is a blow to our natural heritage and our ability to preserve that heritage in the future.  I hope my 

colleagues on the Legislative Joint Finance Committee will celebrate Earth Day by restoring these vital 

educational programs for our kids and for everyone who loves Wisconsin’s outdoors 
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