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We save rivers. We save land. 

 
DuPage Environmental Summit 2025:  

Conservation 2.0: New Perspectives on Reconnecting with Nature 
Thursday, January 16, 8:30-12pm | Virtual 

 

  
This year’s summit will focus on Conservation 2.0*, or the shift from protecting nature from people 
to protecting nature with and for people. Research shows that our human disconnection from nature 
impacts our mental and physical health and contributes to many of our environmental problems. 
Presenters will tell personal stories of (re)connecting with the natural world, showcase partnerships 
that bring new people out into open spaces, and offer activities you can do so that you can know, 
love and work to protect our vital natural resources.   
  

Registration link: https://theconservationfoundation.org/event/2025-environmental-summit/  
 

Learning Objectives:   

• Participants understand the conservation movement [then and now] and recognize how new 
leaders are helping to create healthy people and whole communities while building support for 
conservation.  

• Participants are inspired to take direct actions at work or at home to deepen their relationship 
with the land with their hearts, minds and everyday choices.  

• Participants are inspired to support local organizations and collaborations that help create 
healthy people and whole communities.  

  
*Conservation 2.0: The Case for Whole Communities” Conservation by Peter Forbes. Center for Whole Communities. 2008. 
Pgs. 4-9. https://peterforbes.org/writing/conservation-20-case-whole-communities-conservation    

https://theconservationfoundation.org/event/2025-environmental-summit/
https://peterforbes.org/writing/conservation-20-case-whole-communities-conservation
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Agenda 
8:30am  Welcome Remarks by Brook & Sponsors  

Brook McDonald, President & CEO | The Conservation Foundation 
Shelia Rutledge, Environmental Committee Chair | DuPage County Board 
Barb Szczepaniak, Vice President for Programs | DuPage Foundation  
Dan Hebreard, President, Forest Preserve District DuPage County  

 
The Conservation Foundation’s Native American Land Acknowledgment Statement:  
As an organization dedicated to environmental stewardship, we acknowledge the many Native 
People and tribes who were the original stewards of this land for thousands of years before 
European settlement. With reverence and respect, we acknowledge their indigenous spirit of 
everything that is on and in the land. Native Peoples did not choose to leave this land, and now 
we are working to carry on the legacy of land stewardship that is inherent in their culture and 
customs.  

 

8:45am  PRESENTATION: Conservation 2.0: Building on the Past to Enhance Peoples Connection with 
Nature  
Brook McDonald, President & CEO | The Conservation Foundation   
  
Brook will provide an overview of Conservation2.0* and how conservation organizations such as 
The Conservation Foundation are building on the success of the conservation movement to 
connect people’s hearts and minds to the land.   

 

9:00am  PRESENTATION: Community-Centered Conservation  
Ajiah Gilbert, Community-Centered Conservation Program Manager | Land Trust Alliance  
  
The Land Trust Alliance is a national organization whose mission is to support local land trusts in 
saving the places people need and love by strengthening land conservation. From gardens to 
field trips, Ajiah will outline how community-centered conservation is creating new and 
interesting ways across America for land-based organizations to reinvigorate public lands for the 
good of nature and people.  

 

9:15am  STORY: The Land that Heals  
Billie Kerner, Founder | Jibek Mbwakawen, Inc. 

  
Billie will share stories of her personal relationship with the land as a citizen of the Pokagon 
Band of the Potawatomi, Bear Clan, and her belief that in sharing stories of stewardship of the 
land we can begin to address the pressing challenges of today.  
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9:30am  PANEL: Community-Centered Conservation in DuPage County   

Annamari Dorgan, Director of Community Engagement | DuPage Forest Preserve  
Kyla Muhammad, Will County Program Director | The Conservation Foundation   
Trinity Pierce, Senior Stewardship Manager | Morton Arboretum’s Chicago Region Trees 
Initiative (CRTI)   
 

DuPage County boasts over 26,000 acres of preserved natural areas through the Forest Preserve 
District, and a recent successful referendum will help ensure these spaces remain havens for 
wildlife and places for recreation and relaxation. Beyond protecting these vital open spaces, 
local organizations are fostering connections by making the outdoors more welcoming and 
accessible. From planting trees to hosting nature-inspired programs, panelists will share their 
personal stories of connecting with nature and how it shapes their work in DuPage County and 
beyond.  
 

10:00am  STORY: Nature and Food, Forming Connections at an Early Age  
Alvin Gates, Manager | IT Operations & Member, TCF Board of Trustees 

  
Early in his childhood, Alvin’s connection began with nature in his backyard in his father's 
garden. They didn't have gaming systems, so he and his siblings were encouraged to "game" 
outside where his love grew for birds, snakes, insects, and spiders to name a few. Alvin will 
share how these experiences helped him gain an appreciation for vegetables, trees, and bushes 
and the small ecosystem that formed him. 

 

10:15am  BREAK with Highlight Slides  
During the break, please go outside or find natural object (house plant, soil, leaf, stick, rock, etc) 
for an activity when we return!   
 

10:25am  ACTIVITY: Online Forest Therapy Exercise "Nature Friends”   
Alison Paul, Vice President of Community Conservation | The Conservation Foundation  
  
Grab a natural object (leaf, stick, rock, etc) and participate in a short Forest Therapy activity! 
Alison will briefly describe the practice of forest therapy and offer an activity you can do to help 
relax and connect with the world around you. A write up of this activity can be found in our 
resource deck. 
 

10:35am  PANEL: Collaborations for Healthy People and Whole Communities   
Hannah Gilroy, Community Wellness Coordinator | Endeavor Health  
Molly Beck-Dean, Director | WeGo Together for Kids  
Jose Luis Guiterrez, Director| Casa Michoacan DuPage  
  
Organizations dedicated to healthy people and whole communities are increasingly 
incorporating activities in nature to help improve individual and community health. From the 
Take a Hike! Challenge to Farm and art and planting days, panelists will share activities they 
have used to bring the health benefits of time spent in nature to the communities they serve 
and the collaborations that make it possible.  
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11:05am  STORY: A Personal Perspective on Art Inspired by Nature  

Marisa Pfautz, Director of School & Community Programs | Changing Worlds  
  
Marisa will share a personal story that inspired her to explore the relationship between art and 
nature at a young age, and how this shaped her path to her current work, both professionally 
and in community. 

 
11:20am  PANEL: Activities for (Re)Connecting with Nature   

Beth Peluse, Conservation@Home Manager | The Conservation Foundation   
Natalia Serrano, Program Administrator | Healthy West Chicago  
Shelley Birdsong, PhD | North Central College  
Cristobal Cavazos, Coordinator and Gaby Hernandez-Chico| Immigrant Solidarity DuPage   
  
From planting flowers to growing food, there are many ways to (re)connect with nature in 
DuPage County and beyond. Panelists from diverse backgrounds will share their individual 
journeys of reconnecting with nature, offering insight into how their experiences with the 
environment have influenced their creative and professional work.  
  

11:50am  RECAP: Reflections on Community Conservation 2.0  
Alison Paul, Vice President of Community Conservation | The Conservation Foundation  

  
12:00pm End & Wrap Up 
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DuPage Environmental Summit 2025:  

Conservation 2.0: New Perspectives on Reconnecting with Nature 
 

About our Speakers 
Listed alphabetically by last name: 
 
Molly Beck-Dean, Director | WeGo Together for Kids  
  

  

Molly Beck Dean serves as Director for WeGo Together for Kids, a collective 
impact initiative that brings together more than 60 community partners from 
across the Chicagoland region to support West Chicago families with children 
birth to 12th grade.  

  
 

Shelley Birdsong, PhD | North Central College  
  

  

Shelley Birdsong is Associate Professor of Religious Studies at North Central 
College in Naperville, IL. They teach courses in religion and environmental 
studies and love taking students into the local forest preserves to reconnect 
with nature.  

  
 

Cristobal Cavazos, Coordinator | Immigrant Solidarity DuPage  
  

  

Cristobal is a coordinator and community organizer at Immigrant Solidarity 
DuPage, a grassroots organization that defends immigrant rights in DuPage 
County. Their goal is to strengthen community power in the fight against racism, 
workers' rights, community cultural rights, justice for immigrants and inclusion 
of the Latino community, without forgetting joy and celebration. 
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Anamari Dorgan, Director of Community Engagement | DuPage Forest Preserve   
  

  

Anamari Dorgan serves as the Director of Community Engagement at the Forest 
Preserve District of DuPage County, where she leads a team of over 100 staff 
members, guiding efforts to educate visitors on conservation topics, wildlife 
rehabilitation, and the importance of preserving natural habitats. District programs 
engage diverse audiences, from school groups to general visitors, with hands-on 
learning experiences about local ecosystems, sustainability, and wildlife protection. By 
engaging individuals and communities in the beauty and complexity of nature, she 
works to foster the next generation of environmental stewards.   

  
 

Alvin Gates, Manager | IT Professional and Member, Board of Trustees for The Conservation Foundation 
 

  

Alvin is an IT professional and Member of The Conservation Foundation's Board of 
Trustees. His interest in nature started as a child in his dad's garden and continues to 
this day.  

     
 

Hannah Gilroy, Community Wellness Coordinator | Endeavor Health  
  

  

Hannah Gilroy is a Community Wellness Coordinator at Endeavor Health, an 
integrated health system driven by its mission to help everyone in its communities 
be their best. She works to improve health access and equity in DuPage, Cook, and 
Will counties by building strong relationships and creating innovative programs that 
promote health and wellbeing. With expertise in community engagement, wellness, 
and health coaching, Hannah is dedicated to making a positive, lasting impact.  

   
 
Jose Luis Pepe Guiterrez, Director| Casa Michoacan DuPage  
  

  

Jose Luis Pepe Guiterrez is an advocate of justice to immigration and a contributor to 
the culture of Mexico and Latin America. For over 22 years, he has been working as a 
community leader and recently as Director of Las Casas Michoacan DuPage where he 
is focused on promoting the well-being and progress of immigrant communities 
through entrepreneurship, educational, cultural and civic projects. Their exhibition 
Recolectores: Gráfica de la Polinización links art, science and sociology by showcasing 
relief engravings of monarch butterflies made by 55 artists based in Michoacán and 
Chicago, depicting the importance of pollinators to human life.   
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Gaby Hernandez-Chico| Immigrant Solidarity DuPage  
  

  

Gaby is a coordinator and community organizer at Immigrant Solidarity DuPage, a 
grassroots organization that defends immigrant rights in DuPage County. Their goal is 
to strengthen community power in the fight against racism, workers' rights, 
community cultural rights, justice for immigrants and inclusion of the Latino 
community, without forgetting joy and celebration.  

 

 

Billie Warren Kerner, Founder | Jibek Mbwakawen, Inc. 
 

  

Billie Warren is a citizen of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi and is Bear Clan. Warren 
has been an educator, environmentalist, humanitarian, and beadwork artist for more 
than twenty years. Recognizing the urgency of climate change, she founded the 
nonprofit organization Jibek Mbwakawen Inc., which aims to improve the 
environment by connecting people to the land from an Indigenous perspective. She 
holds a BA degree from Indiana University Northwest and is currently pursuing a 
graduate degree. 

  
 

Brook McDonald, President & CEO | The Conservation Foundation  
  

  

Since 1996, Brook McDonald has been the President and Chief Executive Officer for The 
Conservation Foundation, a private not-for-profit land and watershed conservation group 
based in Naperville, Illinois. The Conservation Foundation focuses on land preservation 
and watershed protection in the outlying Chicago counties of DuPage, Kane, Kendall, and 
Will. Mr. McDonald received his M.S. from The Ohio State University in Natural Resources 
and his B.S. from Otterbein College, Westerville, Ohio in Life Sciences. It is through his 
leadership that The Conservation Foundation has thrived for the past 28 years and 
embraced the aspirations of Conservation 2.0.  

  
 

Kyla Muhammad, Will County Programs Director. The Conservation Foundation   
   

  

Kyla Muhammad is the Will County Program Director for The Conservation Foundation. 
Kyla’s curiosity about living systems and passion to learn more about the ecosystem 
led her to become a Master Naturalist and she is passionate about promoting 
sustainable and regenerative landscapes that nourish people, wildlife, and the soil. As 
part of these efforts, she studied wild edible plants, urban agriculture, lawn-free 
design, and converted her own turf-based yard into a Conservation@Home certified 
edible and medicinal landscape that’s become a wildlife and pollinator 
magnet.  https://theconservationfoundation.org/   
  

https://theconservationfoundation.org/
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Alison Paul, Vice President of Community Conservation | The Conservation Foundation  

 

Alison Paul is The Conservation Foundation’s Vice President of Community 
Conservation. Alison has more than 15 years of experience working in formal and 
informal educational settings, from Colombia to Chicago, strengthening people’s 
connections to themselves, others, and the place where they live.  Prior to joining 
TCF, Alison worked at the Field Museum of Natural History’s Keller Science Action 
Center as a Senior Program Manager for their Chicago Region, guiding and 
managing their community-based environmental work.  

  

 

Beth Peluse, Conservation@Home Manager | The Conservation Foundation   
 

  

Beth Peluse is the Conservation@Home Program Manager at The Conservation 
Foundation. In this role, she collaborates with individuals and local organizations to 
promote the creation of sustainable, eco-friendly green spaces. By encouraging the 
planting of native plant gardens, she helps address rainwater management 
challenges, foster resilient ecosystems, and mitigate the impacts of climate change. 
Within this program, her efforts not only support local wildlife but also enhance the 
natural beauty of our community.  
  

 
 

Marisa Pfautz, Director of School & Community Programs | Changing Worlds  
  

  

Changing worlds is an arts integration non-profit with a mission to harness the 
transformative power of Art to Change Our World by ensuring that every student, 
school, and community in Chicagoland has equal and exceptional access to art 
education. As an artist, designer, community builder and facilitator with over 15 
years of experience, Marisa is committed to bringing a liberatory lens to her work in 
the professional, personal and artistic environments she is part of. Marisa is an 
alumna of the Milwaukee Institute of Art & Design with a BFA in Illustration and 
Communication Design and is a certified facilitator in a variety of healing centered 
modalities.  

  
 

Trinity Pierce, Senior Stewardship Manager | Morton Arboretum’s Chicago Region Trees Initiative (CRTI)  
  

  

Trinity collaborates with communities to increase awareness of the importance 
and benefits of trees and foster action through plantings and ongoing 
maintenance in order to grow a healthier, more diverse urban forest. She is a 
Certified Arborist, holds a Master of Landscape Architecture from the University of 
Michigan, and has a background in history, ecological restoration, and urban 
green space reconciliation.   
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Amy Phillips, DuPage County Program Director | The Conservation Foundation  
  

  

Amy supports, creates, and coordinates conservation programming tailored to 
community needs in DuPage County. She is responsible for building relationships 
with local leaders, municipalities, and communities, coordinating stormwater 
outreach programming, leading the DuPage Nature Rx Coalition, and curating the 
DuPage Environmental Summit each year. Amy is an accomplished public speaker, 
facilitator program manager, and strategic thinker. Amy holds advanced degrees in 
Biomimicry, Business Administration, and Architecture. 

 
 

Natalia Serrano, Program Administrator | Healthy West Chicago  
  

  

Natalia is a Functional Nutrition Counselor and holds a master’s in business 
administration. Originally from Colombia, one of her passions is to understand the 
different connections between food, body, mind and spirit. She focuses her efforts 
on expanding HWC’s health education initiatives, enhancing community 
engagement, and working closely with local partners to address health disparities. 
Outside of work, Natalia enjoys hiking, cooking nutritious meals, going to yoga 
classes and spending time with her family.  

 

  

Ajiah Zywicki, Community-Centered Conservation Program Manager | Land Trust Alliance  
  

  

Ajiah studied biology and ethnic studies at the University of San Diego. She always 
had a passion for ecology and conservation, it was in her ethnic studies courses 
where she found the important link between ecology and people. She has worked at 
the Land Trust Alliance since August 2023 in the community-centered conservation 
department. Within the department their motto and belief is "everyone deserves to 
live in a healthy place and enjoy a connection with nature." Ajiah spends her time 
ensuring that both the places we love are protected, and the people who love it feel 
like they belong there.  

 

 


