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By Janet Lowenthal

We inaugurated our planned “Eco-Series” on April 14, 2010 with a panel discussion: Focus on the Environment: What Issues Does Maryland Face and How Can We Help? The event was held at the Jane E. Lawton Center in Chevy Chase. 
Panelist Betsy Johnson, Political Chair, Sierra Club of Maryland, provided an overview of key environmental issues facing the state, and explained how the environmental community works together to address them. The major issues she cited are 1) climate change, to which MD is particularly vulnerable due to its vast coastline and extensive low-lying areas; 2) growth management, because MD is already the fifth most densely populated state and expects a huge population increase over the next ten years; and 3) preservation of our natural environment, against pressures from development. 
Hedrick Belin, Executive Director of the Potomac Conservancy, spoke about “Stormwater Runoff: One of the ‘Hardest’ Issues Facing Our Region.” Belin emphasized the key role of Montgomery County in land use decisions, and cited the three major sources of stormwater runoff: waste water treatment plants, run-off from agricultural lands (which is declining), and run-off from urban areas like roof tops (which is increasing). We can mitigate the adverse effects of stormwater runoff through land protection (because our green spaces absorb stormwater naturally), policy (especially decisions regarding where and how to build), and restoration.  
Dave Heffernan, Director of Communications for Bethesda Green, discussed the origins, activities and services of this two year old public-private partnership.  He addressed the question “What Can We Actually Do to Make Our Homes and Neighborhoods More Environmentally Sustainable?” by describing a wealth of volunteer opportunities and events in which WSDC members can become involved with Bethesda Green. For example, on Wednesday, April 21, 7 pm - 9:30 pm at the Hard Times Café, Bethesda Green will host a screening of The Last Boat Out, a documentary about Chesapeake Bay watermen.  On Thursday, April 22, 5 - 7:30 pm, Bethesda Green will sponsor Living Smart by Living Green, a free and family-friendly event at the Potomac Community Center.  
All three panelists emphasized the need for individual actions in tandem with policy decisions -- stressing the interrelationships between policy change and behavioral change -- if we are to preserve and protect our environment. They also urged serous attention to the environmental positions of candidates for elective office -- and reminded us those with strong positions on the environment are usually progressive on other issues as well, whereas otherwise progressive candidates are not always good when it comes to environmental issues.
