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Jaime Jacobsen  
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our Center for Science Communication in collaboration with the Dean's Office at the College of Liberal Arts.

Katie Mitchell  
I'm Katie Mitchell, I'm one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show. 

Connor McHugh  
My name is Connor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and the secondary host along the way.

Mindy Hill
Hi, I'm Mindy Hill. I'm the Managing Director for the Center for Environmental Justice here at CSU. 

Sarah Hirnyck  
Hi, I'm Sarah Hirnyck. I'm a Community Resource and Engagement Specialist with the Center for Environmental Justice here at CSU, and our project was focused on community engagement. 


Mitchell  
Brilliant. Well, thank you both for being here. I'm really curious to learn more about what the project was and how the Center for Environmental Justice came to be, and how you came to be with it.

Hill
Sure. I can start with the origin story of the Center for Environmental Justice. In 2015, members of the broad CSU community had been working together over many years, mostly in small working groups, and it became apparent that there was enough interest to form a center. So they began the process, and in the auspicious time of March 2020, got our official CIOSU designation. And our center is really focused on three pillars: teaching, research, and engagement. And for environmental justice specifically, we have leaned in really heavily on the engagement space.

Mitchell  
For folks who maybe have seen it as a blanket term or some jargon, what is environmental justice? What does that look like in action? What does it look like in your community projects that you're working on?

Hill  
Yeah, I think the best picture I can paint for you is that we all breathe air, we all drink water, we all eat food grown from soil. And depending on where you're born and depending on where you live, access to those things can be very unequal. So environmental justice is really about setting the stage so that there can be healthier living conditions for everyone, and that it's not such a matter of chance which zipcode you're born in or happen to reside in, that you have equal access to all of those good things.

Mitchell  
Thank you. Yes, that is something that I look forward to seeing more of, and it sounds like your center is on its way to helping that happen. So I'm curious, with your community engagement projects, what that looks like, or has looked like, on the ground in action?

Hirnyck  
So with our community engagement projects, our primary deliverable was to help communities tap into funding opportunities that we're supporting primarily, like rural and tribal communities in the Western U.S.. Our program manager has said it best. He said, small rural places just don't have the human capacity to apply for funds and to receive funds, to actually do these types of projects that Mindy was talking about, like clean air, water. The gap that we filled was like direct tangible support to push forward those proposals and to really support those communities in accessing the funding that was going to help enhance their projects. 

Mitchell  
Thank you. Would you mind giving an example of what maybe one of these projects was that the center was helping get off the ground? 

Hirnyck  
Our program was called the Mountains and Plains Thriving Communities Collaborative Program. And we started in August of 2024, so a new program, and since that time, we've provided targeted technical assistance to 215 communities. And so, projects ranged, they were across the spectrum. We had projects that included water access, training and grant writing, food access, developing resilient energy grids, the list goes on and on. You know, if you think of air, energy, water, those are the types of projects that we were focused on and supporting in our communities.

Hill
Yeah, the acronym for our organization was called MaPTCC. So if you hear us mentioning MaPTCC, that's why. But that is one thing we probably would have done differently, come up with an easier name that actually described what we did more accurately. 

Friends and I used to play this game where we'd label things with group animal names. For example, a group of geese is called a flock, right? And did you know that a group of zebras is called a dazzle of zebras? So when we were brainstorming this, I thought, wouldn't it have been fun if we could have called MaPTCC something like an abundance of advocates, or a caboodle of champions, or a plethora of proponents. So it's just fun to think about, how does this actually show up in communities? When they think about MaPTCC, they really are thinking about, “How can you help me out?” That's what we wanted to connect them to. I think you had some really good stories about why this work was so fulfilling because you, Sarah, were meeting directly with members of the community, specifically here in Colorado.

Hirnyck   
I think, you know, Mindy talking about the question, like, what was at stake? I think hope was the biggest thing that could be at stake, right? These communities had been fighting for so long to find the support that they needed, find that funding that was going to just take them over the finish line for those projects, but there was no one in their corner to guide them through the complicated process of applying for and administering a grant. And so that's what our team was. We were sort of like these harbingers of hope. We came in and we gave them the support that they needed. They said, “Hey, we need XYZ. We're overwhelmed by this,” whatever it may be, and we just kind of took that on, right? So we let them guide the direction, and then we were able to find the resources that they need and be that calming presence of like, “Hey, yeah, that's a really crappy problem, but we're going to figure it out, and you're not alone in this.” So I think hope was the biggest impact we had on these communities.

And I think too, what impressed me the most about our team is that we were connected to these communities that we were serving, and so we weren't, we knew the landscape, and we weren't just waiting for them to come to us. A lot of times we already knew those organizations that were doing this really important work, and so we were reaching out and saying, “Hey, we have all these opportunities or these resources. Is this valuable to you?” Right? So we weren't just sitting ducks waiting for things to happen, like we knew this work needed to be done, and so we were out there in the community, promoting it and finding those groups and telling them about our resources.

Mitchell  
Thank you. I mean, the power of hope alone can change everything. And so I'm curious for you two as people who have acted as that bridge with this program, and worked toward closing that gap as we look forward past the shifts in funding, toward potential new shifts in funding, to bringing back the possibility of doing this work. What future implications do you see? How do you see other citizens' involvement in the past? What does the future look like for you?

Hill
Yeah, one of the great things we know from this lived experience is that the model works, our land grant institution has truly a caboodle of champions, all of the researchers here at CSU know what building capacity looks like. They know about infrastructure, they know about water systems, they know about energy, they know about communication, you know, and how to translate hard-core, dense information that's taken decades to really understand to actionable solutions. So we know the model works. We know the problems haven't magically disappeared, unfortunately, and we now know that through this model, we can actively listen to assess the needs that are being brought to us. Instead of telling communities what they need to do right, we can assemble that team of experts. There are many, many willing partners at our university wanting to do this work, we can pull together effective training very rapidly. It's amazing what teams are able to do. And then, I think, in a long-lasting impact, one of the most effective things we want to do is help nurture those coalitions so that, essentially, we can work ourselves out of a job, so they can do the work together and share across their communities together. 

Mitchell  
And tell us about CSU. I mean, in your time here, how do you think CSU is a place to lead these efforts?

Hirnyck  
Yeah, I mean, you kind of said it, Mindy, you know, CSU is just chock full of experts in various different fields. You know, like thinking about the College of Liberal Arts. We have communication experts who can help communities tell their stories, right? We have extension faculty and programs in every community in Colorado. They know the challenges with those communities. They're so intimately connected to those people. And we have atmospheric scientists who are leading research in wildfires and air quality research, or we have the new SPUR campus with the Climate Hub, the Energy Institute, you know, like the list goes on and on, like CSU is that space. We have the experts, we have the knowledge, we have the resources. And so our goal with the Center for Environmental Justice and MaPTCC is bridging that expertise. 

Hill
You know, we're ready to help share that baton or join our relay team. We want you as part of our caboodle champions. And there is, I think, philanthropy funding opportunities will step up. They're nervous right now, but we're ready, and we'd love to have you join us.

Mitchell  
Wow. Thank you both so much for shining a light on what positive, effective community engagement can look like and what we can look forward to continuing in the future. I really appreciate both of your time and your engagement here in the studio. So thank you.

Hill and Hirnyck  
Thank you so much. Thank you.



Jacobsen  
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening. 
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