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GWA Endorses Sustainable Practices
By	Lois	J.	DE	VRiEs
We all know what “sustainability” means, don’t 
we? Welcome to the muddy waters of the GWA 
Sustainability Task Force’s first assignment – to write 
a definition of sustainability that could be adopted 
by GWA in developing a blueprint for itself as an 
organization and to provide guidance for members 
who want to address this issue in their businesses. 
(See “GWA Sustainability Statement” sidebar)
 What we found was that, while each of us knew 
what we meant by “sustainability,” everyone put 
the emphasis in a different place. We discussed 
the significance of clean water, GMOs, chemical 
pesticides, alternative power, recycling, composting, 
land use law, climate change, etc.
 We also acknowledged that “sustainable” means 
something entirely different in the business world: 
Are a company’s growth model, sales, profits or 
shareholder dividends sustainable? In government: 
Is Medicare, Medicaid or Social Security sustainable? 
At home: Is this diet or exercise program, budget or 
light bulb sustainable?

Diverse Group Reaches Consensus
The brainchild of GWA National Secretary Kirk	
Brown, the task force is chaired by Past President 
Jeff Lowenfels, with region III National Director 
Jo	Ellen	Meyers	sharp serving as Secretary. 
executive Director robert LaGasse and President 
Janel Leatherman, join 16 at-large members from 
around the country whose expertise encompasses 
writing, photography, design, editing, broadcasting, 
manufacturing, plant production and government, 
to comprise a well-rounded working group. (See 
“Sustainability Task Force Members” sidebar)
 After two teleconferences in 2010, there was 
a consensus that the practice of sustainability is a 
philosophy of life and that people do what they can, 
given their current level of understanding. The task 

force sees its role as furthering that understanding 
by providing resources and helping GWA to lead by 
example.

GWA Adopts Sustainability Task Force Goals
The GWA Board of Directors charged the task 
force with three initial responsibilities, which were 
completed, submitted and approved in January:

— Determine what GWA should or will do as an 
organization to lead by example in sustainability, 
such as in the operations of the office and through 
its programs. The task force recommended that 
headquarters report on what steps are being taken 
towards sustainability in the Quill & Trowel and solicit 
additional suggestions from members. (See the 
sidebar on page 11 for robert laGasse’s report on 
what we’ve already accomplished.)

— Determine what GWA should or will do to 
promote sustainability to its members. The task force 
suggested the establishment of a regular column 
on sustainability in the Quill & Trowel, written by 
members, that will offer suggestions, best practices 
and other recommendations about how GWA 
members can incorporate sustainability into their 
lifestyles at home and at work.
 
— Determine what GWA should or will do to promote 
sustainability to our member audiences. The task 
force proposed that the annual symposium include 
programs on sustainability’s various aspects and that 
sustainability be incorporated into GWA’s strategic 
plan. Vice President and Symposium Program 
Chair Debra Prinzing quickly responded, slotting 
Stephen Orr, garden editorial director for Martha 
Stewart Living and author of “Tomorrow’s Garden: 
Design and Inspiration for a New Age of Sustainable 

sIdEBaR #1:
gWa sustainability statement
Thanks to the deft editing of david Ellis, the 
Sustainability Task Force whittled its working 
definition of sustainability and how it relates to GWA 
down to 85 words. This description is intended to 
keep the task force on point, establish guidelines 
for members, and act as a policy statement for the 
organization:

“The mission of the GWA includes fostering, 
promoting, preserving, and maintaining natural 
resources by encouraging environmentally 
healthy and sound landscape design and 
development, and promoting awareness of 
nature-friendly practices and products among 
garden writers, landscape professionals, 
wholesalers, manufacturers and consumers.
 The GWA shall encourage sustainability by 
promoting environmentally healthy and sound 
garden practices and awareness of nature-
friendly garden practices and products to its 
membership.
 The GWA shall help its members reasonably 
minimize the use of and conserve environmental 
resources while conducting their businesses and 
shall lead by example.”
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sustainability Task Force Members
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Gardening,” as the keynote speaker for the 2011 
symposium in Indianapolis.

Next Steps
The Task Force recognizes that while it has 
addressed the big picture, the challenging work of 
refining its message is just beginning. For example, it 
needs to boil down the mission statement’s concepts 
into an easily understood, 10-second elevator 
speech and develop a tagline or slogan that can be 
incorporated into news releases, brochures, on the 
website, etc.
 In order to limit the task force’s overall 
responsibility to gardening-related issues while 
also embracing topics important to allied industries 
such as farming (nurseries, wholesalers, growers, 
breeders, etc.) and manufacturing (pesticides, 
fertilizers, soil amendments, etc.), the task force 
plans to further refine its focus.
 It’s clear from the increasing interest in 

sIdEBaR #3:
gWa Headquarter’s sustainability Report
The GWA staff has been quietly making progress 
on a number of sustainability fronts during the past 
few years, according to executive Director robert 
laGasse, who submitted this report to the task force:
• Quill & Trowel is now distributed electronically only.
• Program notices for meetings have been reduced to 

one mailed notice. All others are electronic. (Constant 
Contact data indicates that only 4 out of 10 members 
open our electronic messages on any one notice; 
so, 6 out of 10 still rely on printed/mailed program 
information.)

• Increase in emphasis on members paying for member-
ship and services electronically and the response has 
increased over time.

• Replaced our Allied member mailing list program with a 
new eMIS electronic program.

• GWA elections have been converted to an online 
process, eliminating printing and mailing.

• Symposium and Meetings:
- Caterers are required to provide recyclable 

packaging and utensils.
- Tour trash is collected for recycling.
- Audio recordings are download files only, 

eliminating CDs/packaging/mailing.
- The majority of meeting promotions have been 

converted to electronic with a new design format 
suited for online viewing.

- Alternative fuel buses are chosen for tours, when 
available.

- Tour bus seating is maximized to reduce the 
number of buses operating.

- Function counts are minimized to reduce food 
waste.

- Green hotel facilities are given preference over non-
green.

- Online meeting registration has replaced paper/
mailing/transportation.

- Committee meetings are conducted online or by 
teleconference to reduce travel.
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workshops on rain gardens, rain barrels and native 
and invasive plants that sustainable gardening has 
evolved from a trend to a worldwide movement. 
GWA’s Sustainability Task Force is committed 
to helping members deliver the best available 
information to their audiences.
 To pass along an idea or suggestion, please 
contact Kirk Brown (vista6211@verizon.net).

Lois J. de Vries is a field editor for Better Homes and 
Gardens and Country Gardens magazines and has been 
a contributing editor for other national publications. Lois 
is a popular speaker at regional flower shows and garden 
clubs. Her book, Cultivating The Inner Gardener: How to 
Garden From The Inside Out, is currently in development. 
She blogs regularly for the Christian Science Monitor’s 
“Diggin’ It,” and Lois de Vries’ Garden Views, from 
her home in rural Northwestern New Jersey. Lois was 
awarded the Jefferson Presidential Medal for more than a 
decade of public service in environmental work.
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