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Executive Summary

Goal 3 of NAU’s new Learning and Enterprise Strategic Plan, Stewardship and Sustainability of Place, calls on the NAU community to “elevate the environmental…vitality of our communities through collaborative stewardship of place.” Eliminating herbicide use on the Mountain Campus offers an opportunity to answer this call in an important way.
There is increasing evidence of the toxicity of herbicides and pesticides to humans and animals. A 2004 literature review by the Ontario [Canada] College of Family Physicians concluded that exposure to all the commonly used pesticides has shown positive associations with adverse health effects. A recent study reported in Scientific American showed that individually “safe” levels of these chemicals can inflict serious harm on the ecosystem when combined.  With growing evidence of the negative human and environmental impact of herbicides, how can their continued use be in keeping with NAU’s goal of providing leadership in sustainable practices?

The Learning and Enterprise Strategic Plan provides a framework within which we can provide leadership in the global efforts to eliminate toxic herbicide use by learning from those who have already begun to address this problem and then contributing back to this knowledge base our own locally developed practices.  By using the practical problem of finding an effective alternative to herbicides as a springboard for research and focused education, NAU can have a broad positive impact.  Local communities that are struggling with the issue of herbicide use can look to NAU for help in finding viable non-toxic alternatives.  Not only will such leadership provide a great service to surrounding communities, but it will garner goodwill in the process.  Students, parents, faculty and staff would enthusiastically support NAU’s elimination of herbicides. It is a sign of a university that truly cares about its community. Eliminating herbicide use on the NAU campus provides an excellent fit with Goal 3 of our Learning and Enterprise Strategic Plan. It addresses both Strategies and eight of the twelve Initiatives under Goal 3, and should therefore be given a high priority for implementation.

Recommendations

1. That NAU set a goal of eliminating herbicide use on its Mountain Campus.

2. That a project be undertaken to find viable alternatives to herbicides such that the appearance and health of campus grounds can be maintained in a non-toxic manner.

3. That a steering committee consisting of staff, faculty and students be established to guide this project, set a timeline for complete herbicide elimination, and facilitate project collaboration amongst interested campus groups. 

4. That NAU’s successes in this effort be shared with the broader community to help eliminate herbicides on a regional scale.
Background

Goal 3 of NAU’s new Learning and Enterprise Strategic Plan, Stewardship and Sustainability of Place, calls on the NAU community to “elevate the environmental…vitality of our communities through collaborative stewardship of place.” Eliminating herbicide use on the Mountain Campus offers an opportunity to answer this call in an important way.

There is increasing evidence of the toxicity of herbicides and pesticides to humans and animals. A recent study documented in the May 2006 Scientific American showed that individually “safe” levels of these chemicals can inflict serious harm on the ecosystem when combined. The multiple herbicides that NAU uses combine with what the rest of Flagstaff uses when they run off and accumulate in streams, rivers and ponds, thus endangering aquatic life as well as the animals and humans that eventually drink the water. 
In 2004, the Ontario [Canada] College of Family Physicians published a comprehensive summary of all peer-reviewed studies published between 1992 and 2003 that investigated the human health effects of pesticides [including herbicides]. The report concludes that exposure to all the commonly used pesticides has shown positive associations with adverse health effects including cancerous tumors, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, leukemia, and genetic damage.
According to a 1996 report by the Attorney General of New York State, the chemicals used as “inert ingredients” in herbicides and pesticides “include some of the most dangerous substances known. Some of these chemicals are suspected carcinogens and have been linked to other long-term health problems like central nervous system disorders, liver and kidney damage and birth defects.”
With growing evidence of the negative human and environmental impact of herbicides, how can their continued use be in keeping with NAU’s goal of providing leadership in sustainable practices? Furthermore, how can NAU be accountable for providing a safe working and learning environment by spraying herbicide on the grass where students often lie down to study? We are told herbicides are harmless once they dry, but ask yourself if you would lie down in the grass where herbicide had recently been sprayed and eat your lunch or read a book. I know of one instance where a small child came into a campus building with her parents, holding a dandelion to her mouth and licking it, the same day dandelion spraying had been done around that building. Finally, is it fair to chemically sensitive employees to force them to remain at home and make up lost work time or use vacation time so they can have a safe working environment when herbicides are sprayed around their buildings?
Opportunities for Leadership
Eliminating herbicide use on the NAU campus provides an excellent fit with Goal 3 of our Learning and Enterprise Strategic Plan. It addresses both Strategies and eight of the twelve Initiatives under Goal 3, and should therefore be given a high priority for implementation.

Goal 3: Stewardship and Sustainability of Place.
Strategy 2:  Be a model of environmentally responsible and sustainable operations and education.
Initiatives:

Partner with individuals, institutions, and communities to advance…sustainable practices.

A growing number of universities and cities are eliminating herbicide use. NAU should learn from those who have already addressed this problem and then contribute back to this knowledge base our own locally developed practices. For example, Seattle University, ranked among the top 10 schools in the West by U.S. News and World Report, has not used herbicides or pesticides on its campus for over 20 years. Tufts University has undertaken a pilot project to manage a portion of campus grounds organically. A detailed report on this program is available on their web site.
Enhance sustainable business practices in areas such as…landscaping….
Proactive planning to eliminate weed problems through creative landscaping and the use of geo-textile and plastic weed barriers would reduce the size of weed-vulnerable areas.
Use the “campus as ecosystem” concept across the curriculum to educate faculty and students about the scientific…and ethical dimensions of sustainability.
…and…
Implement issue-oriented education focusing on topics such…water issues….
…and…
Improve the collection and analysis of environmentally-related data…and use the data strategically in making environmental…decisions.
By using the practical problem of finding an effective alternative to herbicides as a springboard for research and focused education, NAU can have a broad positive impact. Hundreds of millions of pounds of herbicides and pesticides are applied nationally each year. There is increasing concern by citizens over their use, and increasing evidence of their toxicity; but lack of practical alternatives is a major stumbling block to their elimination. NAU can make a major contribution to human and environmental health by using our campus as a testing and proving ground for non-toxic methods of weed control.
Expand awareness of the university’s sustainability initiatives….
Students, parents, faculty and staff would enthusiastically support NAU’s elimination of herbicides. It is a sign of a university that truly cares about its community. This could be used as an effective marketing tool to increase enrollment.
Opportunities for Leadership (cont.)

Strategy 1: Support innovation, stewardship, and engagement in our communities.
Initiatives

Promote scholarship that increases engagement with local communities and addresses key global challenges.
…and…
Engage with partners to address regional…environmental stewardship…priorities.
Local communities are struggling with the issue of herbicide use. Last year, a citizen petition forced the Sedona City Council to suspend herbicide use for one year. However, having no one with expertise to turn to, the city failed to implement an alternative program, and the council voted to resume herbicide use, angering and worrying many residents. The Grounds Department of Seattle University sees its commitment to fostering an organic and environmentally friendly campus as part of the university’s mission of educating the whole person and the community.  Tufts University states that, “A college campus is an ideal place to pursue environmentally sound grounds management, offering a model of environmental responsibility for the broader community.” So, too, can NAU help fulfill its regional and global stewardship goal by providing leadership in finding non-toxic solutions to the growing problem of herbicide use. Not only will such leadership provide a great service to surrounding communities, but it will garner enthusiastic regional support in the process.
Recommendations

1. That NAU set a goal of eliminating herbicide use on its Mountain Campus.

2. That a project be undertaken to find viable alternatives to herbicides such that the appearance and health of campus grounds can be maintained in a non-toxic manner.

3. That a steering committee consisting of staff, faculty and students be established to guide this project, set a timeline for complete herbicide elimination, and facilitate project collaboration amongst interested campus groups. 

4. That NAU’s successes in this effort be shared with the broader community to help eliminate herbicides on a regional scale.
Contact

Paul Gazda, Paul.Gazda@nau.edu, (928) 523-6844
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