
 

March 22, 2017 
 
Keith Gilless 
Dean of the College of Natural Resources 
UC Berkeley 
101 Giannini Hall 
Berkeley, CA 94720 
 
 
To Dean Gilless and the Administrators of the College of Natural Resources: 
 

We believe that the College of Natural Resources has drastically failed in its efforts to 
create a safe environment for students of color. In this letter, we detail our experiences of 
oppression within CNR and declare our list of demands which we expect CNR to abide by to 
meet the needs of students of color on this campus.  

 
We are the Students of Color Environmental Collective (SCEC), a student organization 

that works to provide a safe space for students of color to engage in environmental organizing. 
We work at the intersections of race, class, gender, identity, and the environment to center 
typically marginalized voices and environmental justice in environmental dialogue.  
 

 We are writing this letter to you today to highlight some of the concerns that students of 
color within CNR and the larger campus community have brought to our space, and to demand 
immediate action to address the problems we have identified. 

 
Two weeks ago, we released a letter to the environmental community proclaiming our 

experiences of discomfort and exclusion from environmental spaces on campus, and a list of 
demands to build an equitable and inclusive campus environmental community . While much of 1

this exclusion is perpetuated by campus organizations other than CNR, we have identified CNR 
as a force that condones institutionally oppressive and exclusive structures of mainstream 
environmentalism. This gives CNR the opportunity to rectify these harms and be a paragon for a 
more inclusive and equitable institution.  
 

The current lack of diversity within the undergraduate and graduate student bodies in 
CNR is all too visible. This demographic trend is a direct reflection of the fact that we as 
students of color do not feel welcome, supported, or validated in CNR. There are many factors 
that push students of color away from CNR into other departments or sometimes even off of this 
campus. We will describe a few in this letter. 
 

First, we are taught by overwhelmingly white professors and white GSIs in CNR classes 
while we witness the mechanisms of whiteness become reinforced with the denial of tenure to 
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professors of color like Carolyn Finney. This sends us the message that we cannot advance in 
environmental or academic career fields. Further, this sets a precedent that privileges white 
discourse over the diverse perspectives and positionalities offered uniquely by scholars of color. 
Second, conversations on race, equity, and inclusion are too often pushed to the side or 
devalued in our classes and research. Most CNR classes provide little to no engagement with 
issues of environmental justice, therefore silencing many of our experiences as survivors of 
environmental racism. Furthermore, CNR as a predominantly white institution is not equipped to 
empower students of color to fight environmental degradation in our own communities. This 
actively invalidates our experiences and further alienates us from engaging with 
environmentalism.  
 

These occurrences are a direct result of the racist organization of society and the racist 
history of mainstream environmentalism, where low-income, non-English speaking people are at 
a structural disadvantage. Such structural racism continuously excludes people of color at all 
levels on campus and beyond. We are not blaming CNR for the racist organization of societal 
institutions, but rather for being completely complacent in upholding white supremacy in our own 
institutional space. Understanding racism as it manifests in mainstream environmentalism isn’t 
enough; there needs to be active efforts within CNR to dismantle these systems of oppression. 
 

Therefore, the Students of Color Environmental Collective demands that CNR 
administrators work with the Students of Color Environmental Collective towards achieving the 
following: 
 
1. WE DEMAND that by 2025, CNR and each of its departments have faculty members 
that accurately mirror the demographics of the campus student body. WE DEMAND that 
students of color have an active presence in the faculty hiring process as well as the 
review process of who gets tenure. 
80% of CNR faculty are white, and this sharply contrasts the demographics of the campus 
student population  or that of the state of California. CNR students are not taught by professors 2

of color, and this influences the way narratives of environmental issues are portrayed, which is 
consequently often without a racial lens. Therefore, we can only learn about the oppression and 
displacement of our own communities from professors who cannot relate to or validate our own 
experiences.  
 
2. WE DEMAND institutionally supported recruitment and retention efforts for students of 
color in CNR. WE DEMAND CNR’s investment in a student of color mentorship and 
advising program that works specifically on retaining students of color within CNR, 
beginning with the hiring of a program coordinator by 2020.  
We have had multiple students of color come to our space after leaving CNR because they did 
not feel supported by the professors and the content of classes. Despite their initial interest in 
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environmental studies, they eventually are pushed out due to the lack of direct effort in retention 
of students of color in CNR. 
 
3. WE DEMAND that CNR actively and intentionally improve current and future 
environmental justice curriculum. WE DEMAND that environmental justice be 
incorporated into all existing ESPM classes, and that work be done to improve the 
current environmental justice class, ESPM 163AC. WE DEMAND the creation of a task 
force that explicitly works to fulfill these goals. 
We recognize that some of the classes offered under CNR touch on environmental justice and 
that there currently is an environmental justice class, ESPM 163. However, there are not 
enough of these classes, and many of them are poorly organized and of poor quality, pushing 
many students of color away. We ask that this task force review the syllabus of each ESPM 
class with the intent to incorporate more readings from writers of color in academia, more class 
lectures taught with a racial justice lens, and more curriculum content that explores 
environmental justice. Environmental justice is a growing field of the utmost importance, so this 
is an opportunity for UC Berkeley to build on its legacy as a trailblazer in the environmental field. 
 
 
WE DEMAND a meeting with CNR Administration to address our grievances and to 
arrange plans to meet our list of demands. WE DEMAND a response to this letter to set 
up this meeting no later than 5PM on Thursday, March 23rd.  
 
 
Signed, 
 
The Students of Color Environmental Collective (SCEC) 
Members of the ESPM Graduate Diversity Council (GDC) 
 
 
 

 


