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We’re more alive when we’re
made from what’s dead,” said
Wendy Johnson as she pre-
sented a plate of organic leaf
compost to her class at Col-
lege of Marin’s Indian Valley
Organic Farm and Garden in
Novato, CA.

The students, some future
farmers, others, current home-
owners who dream of turning
their tired lawns into fertile
gardens, stared in awe as the
plate was passed around, a
potent mixture of leaf rot,
acorns and feisty little ants.

The farm, located on 5.8
beautiful acres next to open
space in Marin County, is
home to the nation’s first
state-approved program for
organic farming. It is also the
fruit of a strong collaboration
between a community col-
lege, the University of Califor-
nia Cooperative Extension,
and the Conservation Corps
North Bay.

Just three years old, the
Farm  has already received
national recognition as a model
for farm apprenticeship,
workforce development, and
grew delicious produce for the
local community. In its first
year, the Farm’s greenhouse
produced over 4,000 tomatoes.
In 2010 it was recognized as

a Project of the Year for its
outstanding accomplishments
in the category of Pathways to
Achievement – Post-Sec-
ondary, Training and Creden-
tialing Partnerships from the
Washington D.C.-based Corps
Network.

This year, the Farm re-
ceived a $233,000 grant from
the California Community
College Chancellor's Office,
plus another $201,950 in
matching grants. This infu-
sion of funding will help the
farm ramp up production in a
way that’s also self sustaining. 

With everything in place,
the farm offers an ideal learn-
ing environment for many dif-
ferent kinds of students.
College of Marin students can
receive valuable apprentice-
ship opportunities and col-
lege credit towards an
Associate of Science Degree.
Middle School kids can get
their hands dirty as they learn
about sustainable food sys-
tems. Students from all walks
of life, including underserved
youth, can receive hands-on
green jobs training. Commu-
nity members can also attend
workshops on organic gar-
dening practices.

It’s an ecosystem of sup-
port for sustainable agricul-
ture in Marin County and
beyond.

The instruction isn’t half
bad, either. Wendy Johnson,
who lived for 25 years at
Green Gulch Farm, an-
other model for organic
farming in Marin
County, is one of the
nation’s foremost
experts in this bour-
geoning field. Her
latest book, Garden-
ing at the Dragon’s
Gate has become a
great inspiration
for anyone inter-
ested in organic
farming and gar-
dening.

For students, a
program like this
couldn’t come at a
better time. And
teachers like Wendy
are more than will-
ing to share their pas-
sion and many years
of experience with stu-
dents hungry to learn.
Apparently, this shar-
ing of knowledge is
quickly catching on.

“I want to share what I’ve
learned with the families and
kids in my community, not
just to grow food in my yard,
but to help them grow food in
their yards, to let them know
that it’s possible and it’s not
that hard.” said Jane Odiseos-
Purnell, a student in Wendy’s

class at College of
Marin. 

Farm Grows Food, Farmers, and
Community

by Abby Cunningham 

California is poised to be the first
state with mandatory GMO (Ge-
netically Modified Organisms)
labeling laws through the 2012
California Ballot Initiative
process.

Polls show support to get the
"Right2Know" initiative on the
ballot and voted in, with over
80% of those polled supporting
mandatory labeling.

Have you heard the saying, "As
California goes, so goes the na-
tion?" The state has the biggest
economy in the country, and this
win will be a huge blow to
biotech, and a huge victory for
food activists everywhere. With
groups forming in every major CA
city there’s lots to do. To get in-
volved contact Labelgmos.org.

The California 
Ballot Initiative

More Information:

indianvalleyfarmandgarden
.blogspot.com
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during the busiest dinner crowd a  Berkley restaurant owner announced that no one was expected to pay anything. Hesaid that their computer system crashed, and they couldn’t track down orders or process credit cards. That night, theTaste of the Himalayas’ profit turned out higher than usual!
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by Donna Beckwith

“I remember that it was
raw and real and emo-
tional and beautiful and
awful... and I had never
felt so much emotion at
a funeral before.” This
author was reflecting with
the father of a young
woman who had been
buried at Greensprings.

“It was the worst and
best day of our lives!”
responded Jim Uticone.
“It felt like she was re-
born that day.”

Such overflow of
emotion is common
when loved ones are
buried in shrouds said
Jennifer Johnson, Burial
Coordinator at Green-
springs Natural Cemetery
Preserve. “Burials in
shrouds are more real.
We see the body. We see
the hole in the ground.
Nothing is hidden.”

Greensprings Natural
Cemetery began with a
conversation. Jennifer and
a friend, Susan Thomas,
discussed the funeral in-
dustry and the way griev-
ing people can be preyed
upon. On New Year’s Day,

2000, when the women
realized the world would
not end, they embarked
on their project. It took
much longer than ex-
pected. The cemetery, lo-
cated in Newfield, NY on
one hundred acres of
rolling hilltop meadows
in the lovely Finger Lakes
region, finally opened in
May 2006.  Jim’s daughter
Joleene’s burial was one
of the first performed. 

Greensprings uses
simple coffins that are

constructed of local, sus-
tainably harvested lum-
ber. Or people may  be
interred in a shroud, a
favorite quilt or a blanket.

Green burial is an old
tradition made new

again. If we can
choose how and
where we are
buried, we can
sustain the Earth
from which we
came and to
which we shall
return. 

After six years,
Greensprings
has performed
around 115 buri-
als. 

Often, after
funerals, Jennifer
a c c o m p a n i e s
family members
to the parking
area. She checks
to make sure,
they are coping
with their grief.

Talking to someone who
had just buried a child
surprised her once. The
parent said, “I never
thought I would feel joy.”
Perhaps that is the gift of
a natural burial.

More Information:

naturalburial.org
607.564.7577

by Abby Cunningham 

The State of Meghalaya in Northwest India
is one of the wettest places on Earth.
Rivers and streams that trickle in winter
unfurl into gushing torrents during the
summer monsoon. One of its communities,
Cherrapunji, holds the world’s record for

most rain ever fallen in a single month – an
astonishing 370 inches in July of 1861. 

In response, local people have created
an ingenious network of living bridges that
span both rivers and generations. These
bridges are some of the most impressive
and resilient structures ever created by
humans. Bridges built from ordinary

wood, bamboo, stone, or anything else one
normally would assume could provide sta-
ble crossing, would either rot here, or be
swept away in the relentless flow of water.

Instead, these bridges are built from the
roots of a living Ficus elastica tree. Known
as the rubber fig, this tree produces two
types of roots, a shallow but-
tressing network

that can inter-
twine with other trees, and an

aerial network of roots that hang overhead
from the trunk.

Using a technique handed down from
one generation to the next, the local Kashi
people create a series of root guidance sys-
tems that gently encourage the roots to
cross a stream during the dry winter
months. Once the roots cross over, they
will take hold and survive the most threat-
ening of monsoons. Bridges grow stronger
and thicker as the years pass. Once com-
plete, a bridge can be over a hundred feet
long and support as many as 50 people.

But no bridge can be completed in one
lifetime. It can take years – even a decade

or more – for a bridge to first become us-
able. So parents get started early. As kids,
they learn to plant a tree and guide its
roots across the stream. When they be-
come parents, they teach their children the
crafts and patient ways of survival in the

monsoon. Families care for
their bridges and pass
them down for generations. 

The bridges have the
added benefit of pre-
venting river banks

from being washed away – a far
different occurrence than in other parts of
the world, where a single flood can wipe a
road off the face of the earth. Deep in the
forests of Meghalaya, though, people safely
travel on foot between valleys in a con-
stant wash of monsoon rain. 

Thanks to these living bridges, strong
family ties, and a tradition based on coop-
eration, these lush and remote valleys
have remained open and accessible for
many generations.

Gentle Burials

www.positivenewsus.org                                                                                                                                                        

Green cemetery helps connect 
loved ones with the Earth

A bob-o-link perched in a shrub at
Greensprings. There are no mono-
lithic stone memorials, just fields

and windbreaks with warblers,
bob-o-link, sparrows and 

meadowlarks.
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by Tom Lawson

The Welsh government
has announced plans to
make it a legal require-
ment for local councils to
provide and maintain
cycle and walking routes.

Set out in the pro-
posed Active Travel bill,
the plans aim to encour-
age more biking and
walking in Wales and
provide traffic-free con-
nections between impor-
tant services such as
hospitals, schools and
shopping areas. 

If passed, the bill
would oblige councils to
map out current walking
and cycle routes in their
areas, identify and carry
out improvements on ex-
isting routes and explore
potential for new routes
to be created. Any new

road developments
would have to also in-
clude plans to improve
walking and cycling.

With more than half of
all car journeys covering
less than five miles, ac-
cording to the charity
Sustrans, it is hoped that
the plan will improve
health, provide people
with cheap and safe
transport options and re-
duce congestion and
emissions. 

The plans are cur-
rently at the consultation
stage, which will run
until 14 August 2012.
The bill is expected to be
introduced at the Na-
tional Assembly for
Wales in spring 2013.

from Positive News UK

Wales plans 
sustainable transport 

revolution

Bridges

This ‘double decker’ living treeroot bridge is located in the village of Nongriat, 
in the district of Meghalaya State, in north-eastern India

Grow-your-own

PLANET

Some bridges, it is estimated, 

are up to 500 years old.

More Information:

To watch a video about an elder teach-
ing a young girl to care for their bridge

visit: www.snotr.com/video/7331/The_Liv-
ing_Bridge

“            ”



by Abby Cunningham

San Rafael CA - A late-summer breeze
feathered its way through downtown
San Rafael as locals meandered on
Fourth Street in search of dinner, drinks
and maybe a good movie. A woman
paused for a moment of quiet reflection,
and took a long drag off her cigarette.
But instead of snuffing out the butt with
the toe of her high-heeled shoe, she
walked over to a seven-foot sculpture
and stuffed it into the bull’s eye. 

“Every little bit helps, and I try to do
my part,” she said. 

Cigarette Eater Meter, was commis-
sioned by San Rafael Clean and created
by artists Ventana Amico and Enrique
Goldenberg. Its goal: to raise awareness
about the environmental impacts of the
10,000 cigarette butts that land on San
Rafael streets every three to four days.

The metallic sculpture looks some-
thing like a giant weighing scale you
might find at an amusement
park. It is colorfully painted
with pictures that show how
cigarette butts travel from
sidewalk to drain to water
systems. Pull-up panels ask
thought-provoking ques-
tions and give surprising an-
swers.

The sculp-
ture works sort
of like a parking
meter, except
that money
comes out and
goes to charity.
For every butt
deposited into
the meter, two
cents are given
to a local char-
ity — St. Vin-
cent de Paul
Society. When
the dial reaches
100,000 a ma-
tching grant
will kick in an-
other $2,000.

Smoking in the
streets has been
glamorized for
decades, particu-
larly in Hollywood films, as a kind of
free-spirited gesture of American inde-
pendence. Today we know that smoking
is bad for us, but most of us don’t know
how harmful cigarette butts are to
wildlife and the environment. 

What starts out as grimy street litter
eventually finds its way into storm
drains, creeks and the nearby San Fran-
cisco Bay. Cigarette filters are made of a
plastic called cellulose acetate that does-
n’t biodegrade. Birds and fish eat them
and eventually starve to death because
their stomachs are full of plastic. To
make matters worse, one unfiltered cig-

arette butt has the toxicity to kill half of
the fish in a one-liter container of water,
according to a recent study by San Diego
State University.

Fortunately though, the City of San
Rafael doesn’t sit idly by while all those
cigarette butts wash down the drain.
Last year, San Rafael Clean, a partnership
between various city organizations, as well
as local businesses and residents, started a
program called “Bounty for Butts.” 

Diners at the St. Vincent de Paul Soci-
ety dining room were invited to participate
in a “buy-back” program where they re-
ceived one dollar for every ounce of col-
lected cigarette litter. The program was
enormously successful. In the first two
weeks alone, participants cleared about
90,000 cigarette butts from the streets
while generating much-needed income.

In addition to the clean-up, organiz-
ers at San Rafael Clean decided

to amp up education
to stop litter at its

source.
The Ciga-

rette Eater
Meter stands
as a shining
example of
how one
city engages

its residents
in a cre-
ative way

to solve a collective problem. And al-
though some of the Golden State’s non-
smokers would like to blame those who
do, the fact remains that loose cigarette
butts are everyone’s business, and
everyone can do something to help. If
you see a loose butt, pop it in the trash.
Or better yet, bring a Cigarette Eater
Meter to your city. If you want to heal
the Earth, the time is now and the place
is right beneath your feet. 

Hungry for Cigarette Butts
The most fun sculpture educates and 
generates money for charity

by Nancy Faulstich

Watsonville, CA - On the
last weekend in August, I
organized a listening proj-
ect focusing on climate
change. I incorporated  what
I know about listening and
caring about people into
this project. I believe we
made an impact on hun-
dreds, if not thousands, of
people and began connec-
tions with many that we will

be able to continue in the
future.

For a location I chose a
local Strawberry Festival—
a big family oriented event
featuring music, carnival
rides, food, and informa-
tion booths. Strawberries
are an enormous crop in
this area and most straw-
berry pickers are migrant
Mexican farm workers.

I recruited five friends to
staff an information booth
with me, along with my
husband and two volun-
teers from our farm.

My 5-yr-old daughter
colored in most of the big
signs and in the process
showed me how much she
has learned about climate
change.

I liked the idea of having
a presence at a large, main-
stream event. This was not
an Earth Day or otherwise
environmentally-themed
event, and I expected it would
have a different crowd—
much more representative
of the whole population of
the town and surrounding
areas than typically attends
“environmental” events.

Because I planned to run
the booth like a listening
project, I talked with each
friend about listening to

people more than talking at
them. I trusted that listen-
ing and staying connected
would help each person
who talked to us put their
attention on climate change
at least a little.

One of my friends was a
little skeptical. And, as she
watched me talk with peo-
ple she became more and
more intrigued by what I

was doing.
It seemed to work best

to approach people with a
general question—in Eng-
lish or Spanish—such as :
“What is your favorite
place in nature?” Or, “What
do you want the world to
be like for your children or
grandchildren?”

One friend had made a
beautiful collage of images
from nature. This drew a
lot of attention and was
also a great conversation
starter.

After engaging passers-by
in a little conversation
around those questions I
spoke about the reason for
our booth, asking them if
they had heard much about
climate change.

I had expected more
people to ignore us, and
thought some might be
very negative. Instead, we
engaged in thoughtful con-
versations with hundreds of
people over the two days. A
police officer said there
could be 20,000-30,000
people attending the festi-
val. I hadn’t realized it was
such a huge event.

74  people pledged to
take an action that week to
help stop climate change.

These actions, which could
include talking to others
about what they know,
were entered into a raffle.

Some people signed up
to be on our mailing list.

Many people thanked us
profusely for being there.
We connected with some
who were already involved,
some who knew a little bit,
and those who didn’t know
much at all. 

Here are some conversa-
tions which stood out.

An elder from Guanaju-
ato, Mexico who knew a
great deal about the chang-
ing weather patterns  shared
his knowledge passion-
ately. I encouraged him to
talk to his family and
friends about these issues.

A Chicano environmen-
tal law student told us
about protecting people’s

rights and needs.
A teenager who is ex-

ploring shifting to a vegan
diet expressed her frustra-
tion about environmental
concern being called a “hip-
pie” thing by her friends.

An elder said she had
decided to stop worrying
about ‘all of these kinds of
things.’ I listened to her and
agreed that just worrying
wouldn’t help anything and
concentrated on having a
good, enjoyable interaction
with her.

A 30-something-year-old
Chicano said he is starting
to grow some of his food,
plans to build a wind tur-
bine and develop solar
power for his house. He is
also considering getting
chickens, right in down-
town Watsonville.

Several people, who
stayed engaged in conver-
sation despite disagree-
ment, ended up leaving with
a slightly changed attitude.

Children told me about
their favorite animals or
colored on paper while I
talked with their folks.

I’m grateful to my
friends who left inspired,
with ideas for new actions.
I believe we offered people
hope as we helped them
look at serious issues.

Tell me what you think
PLANET

More Information: 

Carla.koop@cityofsanrafael.org
Tel. 415-485-3071

Connecting with people about climate change
the easy way

Positive News Fall 2013

Participants received one dollar for
every ounce of collected cigarette litter.“                      ”                

One of my friends was a little skeptical. 
And as she watched me talk with people, she became

more and more intrigued by what I was doing.
“

”

Planning

The big day
Meaningful connections

The event was a great 
success!

Marina Chicurel (rt) listens to a passerby
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