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    Environmental Science              
    Update 

University of Idaho Environmental Science Program Spring 2009 

$ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ #ÏÒÎÅÒ 
The past few months have been possibly the most exciting and enjoyable time in my profes-
sional career.   Since my wife, Michele Leavitt, and I arrived on the Palouse in mid July we have 
made many delightful discoveries, not the least of which has been the outstanding student body 
of the University of Idaho.  In our experience the students are the real gems of this institution.  
We have been struck by their open optimism and willingness to engage the formidable chal-
lenges facing their generation.  Environmental Science is the one of the main paths for students 
to develop the capacity to address these challenges as they relate to the environment.   I am 
grateful to the former directors, Max Dakins and Don Crawford, for their stewardship and im-
partment of a very healthy program.  I believe that we are poised to significantly expand our 
delivery of the interdisciplinary scholarship so essential to address our current environmental 
challenges. 
 

L ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǘŀƪƛƴƎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΦέ   CƻǊ ƳŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƛǎ 
manifest through two goals.  First, and most importantly, Environmental Science must develop 
the capacity to teach truly integrative, transdisciplinary courses.  To create these courses it will 
be necessary to create joint faculty appointments between Environmental Science and other 
units at UI.   While this is a challenging proposition in our lean financial times, it is clear that UI is 
ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇƭŀƴΦ L ŀƳ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 
year will see the first joint appointments to the Environmental Science faculty. 
 

The need for transdisciplinary environmental science is especially apparent when we attempt to 
address environmental problems outside of the classroom.  Accordingly, interdisciplinary envi-
ronmental programs around the nation are developing applied research and outreach missions 
based on this synthetic approach to problem solving.  Thus, my second goal for the Environ-
mental Science program is to develop our capacity for research and outreach through partner-
ships with other units at UI.  We are actively working on grant proposals to support these ef-
forts, and we are working closely with Sustainable Idaho to more fully develop an outreach ca-
pacity. 
 

I am excited and happy about working with the outstanding staff and faculty in Environmental 
Science over the coming summer and fall.  Although our university is facing significant financial 
challenges, I am certain that Environmental Science can maintain and expand its mission.  Your 

suggestions about how to develop Environmental 
Science are very welcome.  If you are able to visit 
Morrill Hall, I encourage you to drop by and let me 
know your thoughts about our present performance 
and future development.  My door is always open for 
discussion with faculty, staff and especially students. 
 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE 

ENVS FACULTY 

ENVS STUDENTS 

ENVS GETS DIRTY 

SUSTAINABILITY  



One of the longstanding, but now all-but-forgotten, methodological traditions in the field of sociol-
ogy is participant observation.  !ƴŘΣ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎΣ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ 
imagine where exactly this might take you to constitute data collection!  While on sabbatical as a 
visiting professor at the Centro Agrónomico Tropical de Investigación y Enseñanza (CATIE) during 
the summer of 2008, I had an amazing research opportunity emerge that engaged me in some dif-
ferent fieldwork with sugarcane workers in agricultural fields on the CATIE farm. 
 
Plans with my colleague and spouse, Julia Parker, to begin a comparative research project on agri-
cultural burning in the tropics (sugarcane) and Kentucky bluegrass residue in the Idaho Panhandle 
took off like a fireball when our Colombian colleague, Isabel Gutiérrez-Montes, offered to help.  
Over a two-month period, we conducted over 45 key informant interviews with farm workers, farm 
managers, regulatory officials, health specialists, and sugarcane industry representatives in Costa 
Rica and Guatemala.   Our research questions focused on a social assessment of how different com-
munities perceive impacts related to policies allowing the burning of sugarcane residue.  Tradition-
ally in sugarcane, the browned leaves on the stalk-like plants are burned pre-harvest for two pri-
mary reasons:  to facilitate the manual labor of cutting the sugarcane with machetes and (more 
important for me) to move poisonous snakes seeking refuge and food in the dense crop out of the 
fields.  In certain areas, additional sugarcane residue is also burned post-harvest. 
 
According to sugarcane cutters 
and farm managers, the burning 
is essential for worker safety, 
efficiency, and to facilitate an 
ecosystem service of agronomic 
functions related to soil health, 
nutrients, and future production.  
In addition, the higher-than-
average energy balance in sugar-
cane as an ethanol feedstock (8x 
that of corn!) has expanded sug-
arcane acreage across the Central 
American region for both local-
ized energy sustainability in the 
eyes of some, and for others, as 
an export market to the US 
within the new Central American 
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) modeled after its cousin NAFTA.   According to regulatory officials 
and health specialists, residents in communities proximate to the field burning suffer respiratory 
complications from the smoke as well as annoyances of ash in homes, on clothing, and impacts to 
outdoor social activities.  Considering the shift toward a service-oriented and eco-tourism industry 
sector in Costa Rica, these impacts may lead to irregular, but tangible effects.   As a result, Costa 
Rica has opted to change its policy and phase-out burning of sugarcane with the expectation that 
most acreage will become mechanized for harvest to overcome the tradeoffs of not burning.  But, 
Costa Rican topography only allows mechanization in certain regions where larger-scale agribusi-
ness dominates the industry. 
 
Catalyzed by this change in national environmental policy to limit air pollution, social and economic 

(Continued on page 11) 

Investigacion, o mano de obra? 
J.D. Wulfhorst, 4/10/09 
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J.D. Wulfhorst conducting research in sugar cane fields in Costa Rica 



FIT Award Recipients 

Lisette Waits, associate professor 
in the university's Department of 
Fish and Wildlife Resources, and 
her team received $20,000 to 
establish a long-term interdiscipli-
nary research and education pro-
gram on biodiversity conservation 
and sustainable community devel-
opment in the southern Ecuador-
ian Andes.  
 
J.D. Wulfhorst, director of the 
Social Science Research Unit and 
associate professor of agricultural 
economics and rural sociology, 
Michael Rourke, associate profes-
sor of philosophy, and their team 
received $20,000 for their proposal 
ά9ƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
Public Health Research and Prac-
tice." The goal of the project is to 
identify techniques to improve 
coordination, communication and 
collaboration among public health 
professionals and practitioners 
through the application of a phi-
losophy-based toolbox instrument. 
 
James Gosz, associate dean for 
research and graduate education 
in the College of Natural Re-
sources, Troy Hall, associate pro-
fessor of protected area visitors 
studies, and Mark Hoversten, dean 
of the College of Art and Architec-
ture, received $20,000 for their 
ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΣ ά! {ǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻ-
social system of an amenity-driven, 
urbanizing environment in the 
Inland Empire."  
 
Erik Coats, assistant professor of 
civil engineering, and his team 
received $10,000 to create an 
interdisciplinary research program 
focused on developing a compre-
hensive organic waste-to-
commodities process. 
 
Matthew Morra, professor of soil 
biochemistry, and his team re-
ceived $10,000 to develop compre-
hensive research, teaching and 
extension programs that address 
the development of multiple biofu-
els and bioproducts industries that 
are ecologically sustainable and 
socioeconomically beneficial to 
rural communities. 

EnvS Creates FIT to Foster Interdisciplinary 
Research at UI  

University of Idaho faculty research teams have been awarded $80,000 in grant 

funding by the Funds for Interdisciplinary Teams (FIT) through the Environmental 

Science Program. 

Three teams received awards of $20,000, and two others received awards of 

$10,000 (see sidebar for project descriptions).  The funded proposals are planning 

grants, including  a project  to develop an Urban Long Term Research Area for the 

Spokane-/ƻŜǳǊ ŘΩ!ƭŜƴŜ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊΦ 

The FIT competition was created by Stephen Mulkey, director of the Environ-

mental Science Program, to stimulate interdisciplinary activities by teams of re-

searchers in the areas of environment, sustainability, global change, climate 

change mitigation and adaptation, and related concerns.  

FIT-funded programs must include a broadly inclusive, interdisciplinary team ap-

proach, and must emphasize the long-ǘŜǊƳ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳǎΩ 

research programs. Each team is expected to produce a proposal for major extra-

mural funding, in addition to the typical products of research, scholarship and out-

reach.  

Funding for the FIT was provided by the Vice President for Research, Environ-

mental Science Program, College of Graduate Studies, College of Education, Col-

lege of Agriculture and Life Science, College of Natural Resources, College of Sci-

ence, Building Sustainable Communities Initiative, Waters of the West, and the 

Sustainable Idaho Initiative. 3 

Environmental Science Faculty  

Outstanding EnvS Faculty Award 

Dr. Susan Childers, assistant professor of geomicrobiology, has been selected as 

the Outstanding Environmental Science Faculty of 2008-2009.  

Dr. Childers has been active in the Environmental 

Science program for the past several years, partici-

pating on the EnvS Core Faculty committee for two 

years and chairing the EnvS Curriculum Committee 

for two years. In addition, she has mentored four 

graduate students, four undergraduate students in 

9ƴǾ{ пфтΣ ά{ŜƴƛƻǊ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜǎƛǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴπ

tored a summer intern as part of the Research Ex-

perience for Undergraduates program in 2008. Dr. 

/ƘƛƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǊŜǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

iron and selenium, interactions with arsenic in 

geothermal environments, and microorganisms in 

modern environments relevant to early life on Earth. We are very proud to present 

her with the 2008-2009 Outstanding Faculty award for her significant contribu-

tions. 

Susan Childers 



 

 

Congratulations to 

Spring and Summer 

2009 Graduates! 

Carly Bergmann 

Raechel Bianchetti 

Michael Callen 

Rebecca Fritz 

Lissa Firor 

Ana Gabica 

Karen Johnson 

Owen Means 

Andres Mendez 

Michelle Meredith 

Derrick Reeves 

Paul Singer 

Summer Sturhan 

Katherine Teater 

Andrew Wilkin 

Connor Williams 

Lilit Baghumyan 

Carrie Caselton Lowe 

Catherine Corriveau 

Daniel Hansson 

Breeanne Jackson 

Tom Nagawiecki 

Priscilla Nyamai 

David Rupp 

Giancarlo Sadoti 

Jennifer Stenglein 

Sonny Thornborrow 

McClure Tosch 

Jennifer Jensen 

Ryan Toohey 
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EnvS Students: Movers and Shakers 

Outstanding Undergraduate of 2008-2009 

Bachelors of Science (B.S.) 

aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ όaΦ{Φύ 

Doctorate of Philosophy (Ph.D.) 

The Environmental Science Program is 

proud to present Lissa Firor with the Out-

standing Undergraduate Student Award for 

2008-2009.  
 

Lissa is in the top 1% of her class and has 

ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŀƴΩǎ ƭƛǎǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊ 

since she was a freshman. She has received 

numerous scholarships, including the UI 

Achievement Scholarship, and was one of 

only eighty university students in the coun-

try to receive the prestigious Morris K. 

Udall Scholarship in 2008. Her awards have 

included the Alumni Award for Excellence 

and, most recently, the Lindley Award from 

the College of Letters, Arts and Social Sci-

ences. 
 

Outside the classroom Lissa has partici-

pated, and often taken leadership roles, in 

numerous groups, activities and projects. 

On campus she has been active with the UI 

Sustainability Center and is its current Stu-

dent Programs Coordinator. She has also 

been a devoted member of the Environ-

mental Club since her freshman year. Off 

campus, she has been active with many 

local non-profit organizations. 
 

In 2006 Lissa, along with four other stu-

dents, set out to restore the Stateline Wet-

lands on the west side of campus as part of 

ǘƘŜ ά²ƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ 

Their efforts over the last three years have 

given the wetland new life as an environ-

mental education center and community 

wildlife park. 
 

Lissa Firor, B.S. EnvS class of 2009 

Outstanding Graduate Student of 2008-2009 

David Rupp received the Outstanding Graduate Student Award for 2008-2009. He was 

nominated by his major professor, Dr. J. Michael Scott, in the department of Fish and 

Wildlife Resources. 

David conducted the first ever assessment of 

bird species composition in the National 

Wildlife Refuge System. He was able to iden-

tify a number of protected species in the 

refuge system. That information has been 

used nationally by the refuge system to 

identify potential new refuges and by Region 

Three of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) to craft a vision for the National 

Wildlife Refuge System in 2103, their 200th 

anniversary. Also, his findings and those of 

Anna Pidgorna, a Ph.D. alumna of Environmental Science, have prompted the National 

Park Service to join forces with the University of Idaho and USFWS to identify gaps in 

refuge system coverage within national parks. This partnership has huge implications 

for how these new conservation systems move forward to meet the challenge of cli-

mate change. Congratulations David! 

David Rupp, M.S. EnvS class of 2009 



ά²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳƛŎǊƻōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘ 
so different than working with decision-ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΦέ 
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Featured Student: Melissa Shumake 
Melissa Shumake is a junior in 

the Environmental Science Pro-

gram. She is involved in the UI 

Environmental Club, Women in 

Science Stateline Wet-

lands Revitalization project, is the 

Communications Coordinator for 

the UI Sustainability Center, and is 

a member of Kappa Delta Sorority.  

Melissa became interested in the 

Environmental Science Program at 

UI as a freshman at Colum-

bia Basin College in Pasco, WA. 

Originally from Spokane, WA, she 

realized when she was attending 

CBC that many people in the world 

were ignorant of environ-

mental issues, and she decided to 

help change that.  

The ENVS Program at UI has 

helped Melissa meet new people 

who are as interested in making a 

difference as she is, as well as 

clarify what she wants to do after 

graduation.  The best things 

about the ENVS Program are that 

she has a great advisor and a 

strong support group of people 

who share her major, as well as 

opportunities such as the State-

line Wetland project. 

After she graduates, Melissa 

hopes to work for an organization 

or agency in a public relations/

outreach position. At some point 

in the future she would like to get 

her teaching certificate and teach 

environmental science in high 

schools. 

Shumake volunteering at Ascending Gar-

dens permaculture farm with the Environ-

mental Club. 

���v�À�^���^�š�µ�����v�š�•�W���D�}�À���Œ�•�����v�����^�Z���l���Œ�•�U�����}�v�š�[���X�X�X 

My name is Bas Hargrove, and I got my M.S. in Environmental Science in 

1997. I studied aquatic ecology at U of I and am now a senior policy repre-

ǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀƴŎȅ ƛƴ .ƻƛǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ LΩǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ 

2000. I work with public and private partners to improve policy and seek 

funding for fish and wildlife conservation. We have a great team at the 

Conservancy and a mission of preserving biodiversity that I care about 

ŘŜŜǇƭȅΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ LΩǾŜ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ 

LŘŀƘƻΩǎ LƴǾŀǎƛǾŜ {ǇŜŎƛŜǎ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴΤ ǎǘŀŦŦƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ LŘŀƘƻ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ [ŀƴŘǎ 

Coalition to help stem the loss of working forests, ranches, and farms; and 

facilitating a land exchange that protected 600 acres in the Boise Foothills.  

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ Řŀȅǎ ǎŀƳπ

pling streams and lakes while at UI, the experience gained from the Envi-

ronmental Science Program has proven invaluable. Working with students 

and faculty across disciplines from chemical engineering to microbiology is 

really not so different than working with decision-makers from federal agencies to municipal governments. I just spend 

more time in meetings now and less time getting my feet wet.  

EnvS Out in the World: the Alumni Perspective 

Bas Hargrove, M.S. EnvS class of 1997.  


