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Why we train the next 
generation of leaders
Courtney Johnson, Executive Director

Nearly 20 years ago, I was a first year law student looking 
for an internship that would show me what it’s like to be 
a real-life lawyer and help me do good in the world. I 
met Crag co-founder Ralph Bloemers at a school event 
and he invited me to volunteer during the semester. 
That’s right - I started at Crag as an intern! I remember 
feeling so grateful to see a nonprofit environmental law 
center in action, and for the mentorship I received at that 
early stage in my legal career. 

At Crag, mentoring the next generation of advocates 
has always been a fundamental part of our mission. In 
our “Emerging Leaders Program,” every year we focus 
on developing the leadership of individuals from varied 
backgrounds who demonstrate a passion for justice and a 
desire to pursue a career in public interest environmental 
work. Our summer interns this year are an amazing 
group of young people from high school, college, and law 
schools across the country who are helping us scope new 

cases, prepare legal research, and find fun and exciting 
ways to share more about our work on social media and 
our website. And all the while, they are learning about 
the key elements of our work to protect our environment 
now and for the future. 

I have no doubt that they will all continue to do great 
things in our community. Former interns have gone on 
to become attorneys at Greater Hells Canyon Council 
and WildEarth Guardians, development managers  
at other nonprofits like the Denver Indian Family  
Resource Center, and founders of new organizations  
like the Climate Defense Project.

To be effective, new advocates need hands-on practice 
and strong mentorship. Thanks to your support and 
Crag’s dedicated staff, we get to help mentor the next 
generation of environmental advocates.
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As one of Crag’s staff attorneys who works 
primarily on public lands issues, I continue to 
ask myself: how can we decolonize our public 
lands work? I think it’s a challenging and complex 
issue, but one that is important to grapple with. 

At our staff retreat in March, our legal team met 
to discuss and brainstorm how to meaningfully 
engage in this work. Here are three fundamental 
principles that we keep coming back to:

First, we need to view humans as part of nature, 
rather than separate from it. As Chief Seattle said,

“This we know: the earth does not belong to man: 
man belongs to the earth…Whatever befalls the 
earth, befalls the sons of the earth. Man did not 
weave the web of life: he is merely a strand in it. 
Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.”1 

With white settlers’ colonization of the United 
States, this biocentric philosophy was replaced 
with an anthropocentric one.2 But today we 

recognize that our environmentalism must be 
committed to not just protecting fish and trees. 
We must also strive to protect the communities 
who live, work, and play in these places.

Second, we must understand the colonialist roots 
of our public lands laws. Today’s public lands 
management is grounded in laws passed decades 
or even centuries ago. These laws are primarily 
extractive and are rooted in principles of Western 
land ownership and dominance over nature. 

At the same time, we must acknowledge that the 
modern conservation movement has a history 
of racism and misogyny that has harmed Black, 
indigenous, and other communities of color that 
lived, worked, and celebrated the very lands the 
conservationists sought to protect.3 As a result, 
when we work with conservation organizations 
and in our own approaches to land issues, we 
must acknowledge how many environmental 

“priorities and patterns of thought came from 
an argument among white people, some of them 
bigots and racial engineers, about the character 
and future of a country that they were sure was 
theirs and expected to keep,” as Sharon Buccino 
shared in her recent law review article. 

Third, we need to slow down and disrupt the 
“savior” mentality. And it’s not easy. When it 
feels like our public lands and wildlife are under 
“attack,” the desire to go charging forward to 
“save” those lands from the chainsaw can be 
strong. But this mindset is actually an echo of 
colonialism that infected the early conservationist 
movement. Instead, we need to use an 
intersectional environmental and environmental 
justice mindset. At Crag, that means we start by 
trying to be mindful about each situation and 
look more broadly at the voices that might not 
be heard by either the decision-makers or our 
clients and fellow advocacy communities. For 
example, we strive to bring indigenous voices to 
the forefront when it comes to decision-making 
about public lands. That can be challenging 
when we, as litigators, often do not get involved 
until the decisions are already made and our 
clients are ready to proceed to court. However, 
through continued trust-building with Tribal 
partners on the part of both Crag and our clients 
we are trying to adjust our approach to ensure 
that the benefits of environmental conservation 

and advocacy are shared equitably and centered 
around Tribal needs and values, as well as those 
of other marginalized communities.

Decolonizing public lands is a process of learning 
and unlearning. It’s challenging work and we do 
not have all the answers. But as a rising tide lifts 
all boats, prioritizing equity in our legal work is 
our only path forward. 

To find out more about equity and public lands 
management, a resource we have appreciated 
is the Wilderness Society’s Public Lands 
Curriculum, available at:  
bit.ly/public-lands-curriculum

1 Letter from Chief Seattle, patriarch of the Duwamish and Squamish Indians of Puget Sound to U.S. President Franklin Pierce (1855).  
Although the letter appears in numerous anthologies, the original has never been located.

2 Sharon Buccino, “Our Children’s Future: Apply Intergenerational Equity to Public Land Management”, Colorado Natural Resources,  
Energy & Environmental Law Review Vol 33:3 (2020). 

3 See e,g. “Environmentalism’s Racist History:, https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/environmentalisms-racist-history.

This we know: the earth does not 
belong to man: man belongs to the 
earth… Whatever befalls the earth, 

befalls the sons of the earth. Man did 
not weave the web of life: he is merely 

a strand in it. Whatever he does to  
the web, he does to himself.1
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Decolonizing our public lands work
Meriel Darzen, Staff Attorney

Top: Photo by Aditya Bhatia on Pexels. Above: Photo by Ben 
Herndon, License: bit.ly/3qtvpkH

Photo by Rachel Claire on Pexels.

Top: Me and Oliver outside the Eugene federal courthouse after  
oral arguments this summer. Bottom: Some of the Crag staff at  
our retreat in March 2023.



Finding my way to Crag:  
My first year as Crag’s legal fellow

Growing up, I did not think I would be a lawyer. 
As a kid, I spent many summers in awe exploring 
the striking Sierra Nevada mountains close to 
home. Later, I found community, a sense of 
belonging and self-acceptance spending weeks 
secluded in the backcounty, dragging my tired 
feet over 30 miles on the same narrow ribbon 
of dirt each day, just me and my “tramily” (trail 

family) during long backpacking adventures 
on the John Muir and Pacific Crest Trails. My 
transformative experiences in nature are really 
what guided my decision to become a public 
interest environmental lawyer.

Another turning point for me was when I got 
a job as a research analyst at the Sierra Club 
Environmental Law program, where I worked 

with lawyers who referred to themselves as “legal 
organizers.” I was inspired by how they combined 
litigation and grassroots organizing to make 
change. I believed that environmental law could 
offer a more direct way to address environmental 
issues and provide me with a platform to elevate 
and amplify community voices. 

When I went to law school at Lewis & Clark, 
I learned that our environmental laws were 
not adequately equipped to address the urgent 
and pressing issues of climate change and 
environmental justice. At the same time, I found 
law school to be an incredibly harsh, relentless, 
and exclusive place. I knew upon graduating that 
I wanted to work at a place that took a holistic 
approach to environmental protection, valued 
me as an individual, and prioritized equity and 
environmental justice. I gravitated towards places 
that offered meaningful mentorship and could 
expose me to different avenues of legal advocacy. 
I applied for and accepted Crag’s two-year 
fellowship, which felt like the right place for me to 
begin my legal career and start out as a new lawyer.

After nearly a year of working at Crag, I have 
had the opportunity to collaborate with various 
attorneys on a wide range of environmental issues. 

Within my first couple of months, I had the 
opportunity to help brief and argue a case that 
successfully protected Oregon farmland from 
unlawful development. Because the challenge was 
brought before the Land Use Board of Appeals 
(LUBA), the entire case was argued and decided 
in 3.5 months - a quick turnaround in the legal 
world. For comparison, most federal cases can 
take years or even decades to resolve! Getting 

to work on a case from beginning to end, from 
drafting the petition for review, and crafting the 
reply, to engaging in oral argument, is a rare 
experience for a first-year attorney.

I also got to work with our client Pew Charitable 
Trusts to write a paper exploring the current 
status of State-Tribal relations in Oregon, 
California, and Washington. Through my 
research, I learned that the history and dynamics 
between Tribes, federal, and state governments 
are intricate and not straightforward. The 
experience taught me that improving State-Tribal 
relations is a gradual process that requires strong 
leadership and periodic review. I realized that 
addressing the challenges in these relationships 
necessitates complex, intersectional, and 
collaborative approaches to achieve systemic, 
long-term solutions.

Additionally, I got experience building client 
relationships and doing policy research on 
the intersection of environmental justice and 
public lands protection. Meeting with Crag’s 
environmental justice clients and seeing how 
those relationships are built and maintained has 
shown me first-hand what it means to be a client 
driven law center. I also witnessed how Crag’s 
attorneys approach environmental justice issues 
with empathy, patience, and creative problem 
solving, especially when the law does not provide 

clear pathways to a remedy for many impacted 
communities. Working at Crag has underscored 
for me the importance of prioritizing community 
and client needs in both policy and legal advocacy.

Nearly one year into my fellowship, I appreciate 
that I’ve gotten to learn and grow in an 
environment that is encouraging, kind, and 
supportive. Looking ahead, I feel incredibly 
grateful for the mentorship, diverse work 
experience, and opportunity to continue to 
develop as an attorney at Crag.
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Kelly Chang, Legal Fellow

Left: Me and my backpacking tramily in the San Juans on the Colorado Trail. Photo by Jeff. Right: Me and Lani enjoying a sunset near the end of 
the Colorado Trail. Photo by Suzy Myers.

Celebrating making it to Lake Ann Pass. Photo by Paul Croxton.

Me holding up the LUBA decision that I argued in January.



Why we invest in the  
next generation

We understand that we are just one small part of an 
ecosystem that is working and fighting to preserve our 
environment for future generations. While the reality is that 
we must raise money to support our work, we believe it is 
vitally important that our fundraising efforts are rooted in 
equity and social justice and reflect our values of supporting 
community-based efforts to protect the environment.

What does that look like? At Crag, all supporters are valued 
equally, whether you volunteer, donate $5 monthly, or 
provide a gift of $50,000. You are each a vital part of our 
ecosystem, contributing in your own way to the healthy 
forest that we all are fighting to preserve. We are partners  

An ecosystem of support: 
why we practice community-
centered fundraising
Suzanne Savell, Development Director

5 Ways you can support Crag
1.	 Invite people into the Crag community by sharing our website and social media posts.
2.	 Invest in Crag’s work with a monthly or one-time donation that fits your budget.
3.	 Invite people you know to join you at a Crag gathering.
4.	 Support Crag with a qualified charitable donation through your IRA.
5.	 Make legal aid for the environment your legacy by including Crag in your estate planning.

in this work, and it takes all of us 
working together to win protections  
for our environment.

You may have also noticed that our 
outreach events often include fellow 
environmental groups. We encourage 
our supporters to learn about and 
make donations to our client groups, 
especially BIPOC-led organizations 
that are working on the front lines 
of environmental justice. We are all 
working together in this ecosystem, 
and when you support our clients,  
you are helping us all achieve our  
goals for environmental protection.

At Crag, we are committed to 
the values of community-centric 
fundraising, which you can learn  
more about by visiting:  
communitycentricfundraising.org/ 
ccf-principles/
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Last year’s interns Ramona, Ellie, and Jacob 
volunteering at our 21st Birthday event.  
Photo by Mirifoto Photography. 

Ka’sha Bernard  former intern and staff, current Board President

“What inspires me most about Crag are the incredible and brilliant people 
that work there and how they use their passion and energy to help protect 
the environment. At Crag, I learned how to practice law. Because of them,  
I have some of the tools in the toolkit I need to take on exploitative 
industries that are harming the planet and its people.”

Tim Fitchett  former intern

“Interning at Crag jump started my decision to pursue a career in 
public interest environmental law. And having Crag as a reference 
helped me land my current job at FairShake. The experience and 
connections I got while at Crag were invaluable.”

Sonya Jindal  former intern

“I was worried that my Crag legal internship would be another highway  
to burn out - and I was completely wrong. The love and care the Crag team 
holds for one another is unparalleled to any organization I’ve worked for. 
I’m so grateful to have worked in a place that puts relationship building  
at the forefront of everything they do.”

Teryn Yazdani  former intern and staff, current client

“At Crag, I was fortunate to work alongside some of the most passionate 
and dedicated attorneys who truly care about making the Pacific Northwest 
a better place. Their mentorship and guidance helped shape the attorney 
I am today and taught me to be a strong legal advocate. Now, as a client, 
I feel so lucky to continue working alongside such amazing folks fighting 
hard for our communities and the climate!”

If you or someone you know is interested  
in a paid mentorship opportunity at Crag,  

visit crag.org/internships

Mike, Rebeka, and client Lee Helfend tabling at 2023 Earth Day Happy Hour.



Our wholistic approach to  
tackling climate change

This fall, I will celebrate 10 years of being 
an attorney at Crag. Throughout the years, I 
have had the opportunity to see firsthand how 
dedication and creativity can lead to meaningful 
results in the fight to protect our climate. At 
Crag, our climate work has taken multiple forms, 
from challenging proposed fossil fuel projects 
to defending important climate policies to 
holding our government accountable for taking 
meaningful action to address climate change.

When I was just a budding lawyer, Crag attorneys 
were in the early stages of some of our milestone 
cases. The fight against the Jordan Cove fracked 
gas export terminal was in full swing, almost a 
decade in to what would end up being a 17-year 
battle. Crag was going to court in Chernaik v. 
Brown, representing Oregon youth suing the 
state for its failure to protect the atmosphere 
for future generations. In each of these cases, 
there were victories and setbacks along the way. 

And despite the setbacks, Crag, our clients, and 
community partners have remained steadfast in 
securing a sustainable climate for the future. It is 
this dedication that has inspired me in my work 
throughout these past 10 years.

Alongside our clients, I have witnessed multiple 
large-scale fossil fuel infrastructure proposals 
crumble under the pressure of persistent 
community advocacy combined with strategic 
litigation. For almost a decade, we have held 
the line against efforts to convert high-value 
farmland at Port Westward to an industrial  
deep-water port to support a number of fossil  
fuel related uses. 

Since 2016, I have worked with a coalition 
of groups to successfully defend Portland’s 
restrictions on new or expanded bulk fossil 
fuel terminals against industry attacks. This 
fall, I will appear in court alongside the State 
of Oregon to defend the Climate Protection 
Program, a landmark policy that sets a declining 
limit, or cap, on greenhouse gas emissions from 
fossil fuels used throughout Oregon. And we 

continue to support our clients’ efforts to push 
our government leaders to do more to address 
the climate crisis and protect the most vulnerable 
communities from the impacts of climate change. 

Climate change is the most pressing issue of our 
time. The impacts of climate change are being 
felt around the world and right here in the Pacific 
Northwest, and they are only going to get worse 
if we aren’t dedicated to taking meaningful and 
creative action now. Each year, we are seeing 
more and more extreme weather events that are 
impacting communities in unimaginable ways.

Though the climate crisis is daunting, I look 
forward to the work that is yet to come, to seeing 

what other creative paths we can pursue to secure 
climate justice. At Crag, we are committed to 
fighting climate change on multiple fronts and 
using all of the available tools in our legal toolbox 
to tackle this complex problem. We believe that 
everyone has the right to a safe and healthy 
environment, and that our environmental laws 
must work for everyone. Alongside our clients, 
we will continue to take on challenging cases and 
pursue novel solutions to protect the climate in 
the Pacific Northwest. I’m proud to be a part of 
this work and what Crag and our clients have 
achieved thus far, and I’m excited to see what we 
can achieve in the years to come.
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Maura Fahey, Managing Attorney

Courtney with Crag staff and Kelsey Juliana, plaintiff in Chernaik v. 
Brown, Nov. 2019. 

Top: Photo by Varadh Jain on Unsplash. Above: Photo by  
Rick Rappaport.

Photo by Multnomah County. License bit.ly/44dKBAi



Stepping up to defend  
Pacific Northwest forests

A year ago, President Biden marked Earth 
Day 2022 by announcing a policy to conserve 
“mature and old-growth forests” thanks to 
the “irreplaceable role” healthy forests play in 
fighting climate change. As a father of two, I feel 
a personal responsibility for preserving forests 
and fighting climate change, and it was great 
to see President Biden taking steps in the right 
direction. But here’s the problem: the federal 
agencies responsible for managing our forests are 
rushing to “get out the cut.” These agencies are 
dead set in implementing a policy of “logging our 
way out of the wildfire crisis.” 

We are at a pivotal moment. 

Research has shown that intact forests, 
particularly old-growth, are important for both 
climate change mitigation and species resilience. 
Trees remove large amounts of carbon dioxide 
from the atmosphere and sequester it for decades 
or centuries. Cool, shady, moist forests provide 

critical habitat for countless species and are a 
bulwark against high-severity fires by reducing 
their speed and intensity. When fires do occur, 
post-fire ecosystems are rich with biodiversity 
and an important stage in forest regeneration. 
Logging of large, old trees—whether in green-
tree logging projects or as post-fire “salvage” 
logging—triggers severe environmental 
consequences by releasing massive amounts of 
carbon into the atmosphere, destroying wildlife 
habitat, damaging soils, introducing invasive 
species, and more. 

And yet, the pace and scale of large-scale 
commercial logging projects—dressed up as 
wildfire mitigation or post-fire safety projects—
has increased dramatically over the past several 
years. At the same time, federal agencies are 
reducing opportunities for public involvement 
and approving projects with little environmental 
review—a legacy of Trump-era rollbacks. We are 

facing a climate and biodiversity crisis, and we 
need to hold the line against these projects and 
protect mature and old forests. 

Crag and our clients are up for the challenge. 

Through strategic litigation and collaboration 
with scientists and communities, we have been 
working hard to protect Pacific Northwest forests, 
including by: 

•	 Challenging a Trump-era rollback of 
protections for old, large trees in eastern 
Oregon. For over 25 years, the “21-inch-Rule” 
of the Eastside Screens protected what little 
mature forest habitat remains across seven 
million acres of national forestland on the 
east side of the Cascades.

•	 Defending mature and old growth forest 
stands from commercial logging. We are 
reviewing a number of programmatic-level 
planning decisions that would allow for 
thousands of acres of logging on public 
forests, and have recently filed two new 
cases to challenge logging in the Siuslaw and 
Applegate River Watersheds.

•	 Holding decision-makers accountable to the 
public for land management decisions. We 
are currently reviewing logging proposals 
in Central Oregon and Eastern Washington. 
Last July we filed a new case challenging the 
Forest Service’s use of a “categorical exclusion” 
to authorize commercial logging without 
environmental review under the guise of 
wildfire protection. 

Actions speak louder than words, and we need 
this Administration to live up to its values; you 
can’t conserve mature and old-growth forests by 
cutting them down. Crag will continue to provide 
our clients with free high quality legal services to 
protect the Pacific Northwest’s mature forests for 
biodiversity and climate change mitigation now, 
and for the future.
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Oliver Stiefel, Staff Attorney

The Forest Service is proposing commercial logging projects in 
forests home to multiple species protected by the Endangered 
Species Act including the Pacific marten, northern spotted owl, and 
Yellow-legged frog to name a few. Photos by Dona Helkey, Frank 
D. Lospalluto, and California Department of Fish and Wildlife. 
CC BY 2.0, bit.ly/3qtvpkH. Burned trees provide many ecological 
benefits for forest regeneration, wildlife habitat, and more. Photo of 
wildflowers in Winema National Forest by Zheyuan Guo.

Above: Photo by Oregon Wild. Below: Photo by Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project.



Special thanks Interested in  
supporting Crag?

Every dollar you donate helps us  
deliver over $4 million a year in  

legal aid to protect our communities,  
climate, and the wild.

Join the fight! Donate today.

Thanks to Crag Guardians,  
our sustaining supporters

Thanks to these organizations  
for grant support

Todd & Krissy Biernacki
Tara Brock
Lori Ann Burd
Natalia Burgess
Jesse Buss
Serin Bussell
Sigrid Casey
Don & Robin Chisholm
Caleb Connolly
Margie Curtis
Caitlin Pope Daum
Julia DeGraw
Aurora del Val
Sam Diaz
Patricia Donohue
Blake Doré
Kathy H. Eastman
Kristin Eberlin
Christine Fahey
Bill and Karen Farmer
Corinne Handelman
Mick Harris
Emily Hitchcock
Jim Hoffmann
Gillian Holbrook
Robin Hurt

Judah Jamison
Tiffany Johnson-Heavener
Pam Ore & Sara LaBorde
Brian Litmans
Erin Madden
Michele Martin
Poppy & Finch
Fran Recht
Jayde Reid
Dana Robinson
Bill & Jan Savell
Ryan Shannon
Susan Smith
Shayna Snyder
Julia Stiefel
Jennifer Stout
Eric Swanson
Alexander Tinker
Thunderpants USA
Mary Vogel
Richard & C.B. Watts
Klairice Westley
Bonnie White
Chris Winter
Judith Wolfe
Karsten Zeundel

Alpine Lakes Foundation
Astrov Fund (Earth Sticker)
The 11th Hour Project
Brainerd Fund of the Oregon 
Community Foundation
Burning Foundation
Collins Foundation
Columbia Gorge 
Environmental Foundation
CommuniCare students of 
Tualatin High School
Earth Day Oregon Fund 
of the Oregon Community 
Foundation
Deer Creek Foundation
Eliqua Fund of Oregon 
Community Foundation
Environment Now
Evergreen Hill Education 
Fund of the Oregon 
Community Foundation
Gazeley Family Fund of 
the Oregon Community 
Foundation
Kaner-Roth Fund of the 
Minneapolis Foundation

Lamb-Baldwin Foundation
Lazar Foundation
Charlotte Martin Foundation
McMurtry Family 
Foundation
Meyer Memorial Trust
Mitzvah Fund of the Oregon 
Community Foundation
Ronald W. Naito MD 
Foundation
Oregon Jewish Community 
Youth Foundation of the 
Oregon Jewish Community 
Foundation
Patagonia
Payne-Brodeur Giving Fund
Raymond Family Foundation
Spirit Mountain Community 
Fund
West Wind Fund
William and Emmy Lawrence 
Family Fund of Oregon 
Community Foundation
The Winquist Family Fund
Roger Worthington and the 
Worthy Garden Club
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Join the fight at crag.org

WE ARE LEGAL AID 
FOR THE ENVIRONMENT.

WE ARE LEGAL AID 
FOR THE ENVIRONMENT.

Crag Law Center is an environmental nonprofit based in Portland, Oregon that  
provides free and low cost legal services to conservation groups, grassroots activists,  
and Tribes throughout the Pacific Northwest.

Learn how to get involved: craglawcenter              craglaw              crag.org
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3141 E. Burnside Street
Portland, OR 97214
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