
Alumnus Mike Melo (’79 B.S.) has crafted a career defined by the Virginia Tech motto 

Ut Prosim (That I May Serve) and built a company based on the “In the Arena” philosophy 
espoused by Theodore Roosevelt for making the world a better place.

Through their ongoing engagement and a recent $500,000 gift to the college, Melo and 
his wife and business partner, Kathy Gravely Melo, are working to ensure that Virginia 
Tech will be ready to take on what may be the next great challenge in the sustainable 
management of natural resources: environmental security, the proactive management 
of environmental and natural resources risks to ensure a secure, stable, and sustainable 
human ecosystem.

Melo offers a unique perspective on this emerging field. His father gave him the text of 
Theodore Roosevelt’s “In the Arena” speech when he was 12 years old, and the president’s 
words have shaped his approach — first to life and then to business — ever since. Following 
graduation, Melo served in the U.S. Navy and then started a company — ITA International, 
named in admiration of Roosevelt’s speech and philosophy — that provides integrated 
global support services for the U.S. departments of Defense and Homeland Security.

The Melos’ gift is helping bring one of these ideas to fruition by providing discretionary 
resources to aid Virginia Tech and the college in pursuing a school of environmental 
security in the greater Washington, D.C., metro area. Dean Paul Winistorfer views this 
as a natural evolution of the college’s successful graduate program housed in the region’s 
Center for Leadership in Global Sustainability.

Melo, the inaugural chair of the Dean’s Advisory Council, said, “With the research that 
CNRE is doing in sustainability, remote sensing, weather, water, forestry, geography, 
big data, and many other pertinent areas, it is the perfect college to address the issues 
of environmental security.” He points to the water: resources, policy, and management 
degree in particular as a great example of the interdisciplinary approach that is needed and 
how the college has been able to execute.

A donation by the Melos has already been used to convene an Environmental  
Security Forum held in April 2019, where representatives of government and industry,  
as well as Virginia Tech academic leaders and faculty, met to kick off a conversation  
about operationalizing data for evidence-based decision making in relation to 
environmental issues.

Melo hopes that the ideas generated and the connections made at the forum will be the 
beginnings of a research agenda for the creation of the school. Winistorfer indicated 
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Mike Melo (right) and his wife, Kathy Gravely Melo, built their company based on the “In the Arena” philosophy espoused 
by Theodore Roosevelt. This HokieBird statue painted in Roosevelt’s likeness resides at their ITA International office in Yorktown, Virginia.

that environmental 
security has not 
traditionally been 
an area of study for 
natural resources 
programs. However, 
researchers, 
educators, and 
industry professionals 
are now realizing 
how fundamental 
natural resources are 
to security issues.

“As we become more globally connected and resources become more valuable, security 
issues will surely become more obvious,” Winistorfer said. “Our faculty do work that is 
data intensive, and they are modeling, predicting, and working to solve big problems 
by operationalizing data for decision making. The Melos’ gift will allow the college and 
campus to focus on an area that may lead to recognition in the national context.”

The forum and the recent gift are just the first steps in moving this agenda forward. Mike 
and Kathy Melo are also interested in further engagement with Virginia Tech and the 

college through internships and career opportunities through their company. Ultimately, 
this effort will allow the college and Virginia Tech to get in on what Melo describes as the 
“ground floor” in terms of defining the field of environmental security and preparing the 
leaders who will operate in this arena.

Winistorfer also envisions the future benefits of the Melos’ vision and generosity: “What 
humbles me the most is the Melos’ willingness to share their resources with us, to provide 
them at our discretion, and to work with us on a grand vision that, if successful, will be 
a major programmatic initiative for Virginia Tech that begins in the Washington, D.C., 
area but reaches around the globe.”

This vision also rings true with Melo, who continues to take his inspiration from 
Theodore Roosevelt. “In the Arena” is exactly where Mike Melo says he wants his 
company and the College of Natural Resources and Environment to be. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag.

Mike Melo addresses attendees at the two-day Environmental 
Security Forum in Arlington, Virginia, in April 2019.

GIFT FROM ALUMNUS AND FAMILY
to help tackle the challenge of environmental security

It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit 
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, and comes short again and 
again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great 
devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails 
while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.

—Theodore Roosevelt
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Like forests and natural systems, we are resilient — we 
made it through the spring with our faculty, staff, and 
students stepping up into a virtual world of learning and 
engagement. We’ve brought the tools of the virtual world 
into our toolbox and learned new things. I am proud of 
our faculty for their response to the global pandemic — and 
an uncertain world — and the outstanding job they did in 
working with our students for a positive outcome. Virtual 
commencement exercises were successful and appreciated 
throughout the CNRE community.

Six students stepped onto the trading floor during a day 
at Richmond International Forest Products (RIFP) in 
January. Wearing headsets that allowed them to listen to 
negotiations in real time, the students followed along as 
traders worked with sawmills and purchasers to negotiate 
prices for spruce, pine, and other forest materials. A few 
days earlier, two students visited the Richmond branch of 
LandCare, a commercial landscaping company. Following a 
field crew to job sites, they were introduced to some of the 
challenges of caring for and maintaining outdoor spaces.

These day-in-the-life experiences, the first in the college’s 
new immersive experience program, were exactly what 
John Freeborn envisioned when he took on the role of 
the college’s director of employer relations. “I see this 
program as an opportunity for our students to learn about 
a specific area of an industry. The experience we’re looking 
to provide hits a really important spot between a company 
tour and an internship. We’re giving students the ability to 
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As we continue to absorb the impacts of the global 
pandemic, I reflect on our security at the most basic level 
and know that the work of the college remains vitally 
important for a secure, sustainable, human ecosystem. 
To that end, we continue to craft our vision for an 
expanded presence in Washington, D.C., in the realm of 
environmental security and on the continued success of our 
professional degree program in the Center for Leadership 
in Global Sustainability. Thank you to Mike (’79 B.S.) and 
Kathy Melo for your generous support and the gift you’ve 
made to help us achieve our vision for additional graduate 
programming in the D.C. area.

I also want to call out Jim Youngblood (’77 B.S.). In a 
conversation with me about six months ago, Jim suggested 
that we tell the carbon story from our perspective — and 
we’ve done that in this issue (see pages 4-5). A significant 
amount of work happening in the college places us at the 
center of efforts to understand the carbon cycle. Knowing 
that trees are critical to carbon cycling and storage means 
we are critical to adapting to and mitigating a changing 
climate. Carbon management is more important every 
day. Our deep understanding of carbon continues to grow, 
and we are working to provide answers needed by society 
to address our changing climate. You’ve heard it before 
— trees and wood are the answer, and wood is carbon. 

A sustainable future depends on a plentiful supply of 
renewable materials for the products and services we need.

Our fall enrollment numbers are currently looking very 
strong, and we have the potential to welcome one of the 
largest classes of first-year and transfer students in the 
history of the college — a testament to the interest in and 
value of our disciplines. We are working hard to ensure a 
successful fall semester, with instructional delivery likely in 
person, online, or a hybrid of the two. Please reach out to 
John Freeborn (freeborn@vt.edu), our director of employer 
relations, if we can help you fill your organization’s talent 
needs with our outstanding students and recent graduates.

Best wishes for the fall ahead. We hope you and your 
families are well and staying safe, and that your businesses 
and organizations will continue to return to prosperity.

Warm regards,

Paul M. Winistorfer
Dean

New immersive experience program gives students 
a firsthand look at forest products industries

get to know an organization and a career path in a non-
traditional, somewhat informal setting.”

The concept for these experiences was the brainchild of 
Megan Schnizler (’12 B.A. geography), a trader for RIFP. 
When she heard about Freeborn’s new role, she knew she 
wanted to bring some Hokies to Richmond. “There are 
so many job opportunities out there for graduates and so 
many different paths you can take to a career,” she said. “I 
thought about how great it would be if we invited students 
to come and learn what we’re doing here, and then a 
handful of other companies did the same thing.”

One student said of the experience, “This program 
is extremely beneficial to students. It’s also a great 
opportunity to make connections that can help with jobs 
and internships. It’s made me feel much more confident in 
what career path I want to take when I graduate.” 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

At Richmond International Forest Products, students donned headsets and listened in 
while the company’s traders negotiated prices 
between sawmills and purchasers.

Students visited LandCare job sites to see the types of tasks and challenges employees face each day

Interns forge ahead despite COVID-19
As the coronavirus presented unique challenges for all 
students, Virginia Water Resources Research Center interns 
worked remotely to complete projects that explore the ways 
that water informs issues of environmental justice. Nizhoni 
Tallas (left) contacted Virginia tribal communities to create 
a booklet about how the communities view water in relation 
to culture and traditions. Ross Cooper (right) focused on 
polluted bodies of water and how socioeconomic measures 
could influence cleanup strategies. The students were able 
to attend a national meeting of water institute leaders in 
Washington, D.C., in February. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag
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For Collegiate Assistant Professor Kevin Hamed, jumping 
into a stream to collect fish while holding his phone was a 
small price to pay to give his students an experience close to 
the hands-on work traditionally done in his Wildlife Field 
Biology course. “From slipping on rocks to everything that 
goes along with getting in the water, we wanted to make 
sure that our students would have a good understanding of 
the steps to collect samples and the methodology behind it,” 
he said.

Hamed captured a few fish and put them in aquariums 
set up along Stroubles Creek to allow students to identify 
them and practice their skills from the comforts of home 
while still being able to ask questions and engage with their 
professor. “I work with second-year students, and my job is 
to get their passion up so that the rest of their educational 
journey takes care of itself. The challenge has been how to 
keep students engaged in this new territory,” Hamed said.

To adjust to the new landscape of digital classrooms, CNRE 
faculty have had to find new ways to keep their students 
engaged and on task while being adaptive to the challenges 
of moving classes online.

Collegiate Assistant Professor J.P. Gannon, who teaches 
environmental informatics, said, “My approach has 
been to work on the challenges in a direct way, trying to 
get my students to talk with me.” He conducted several 
surveys to gauge how the switch to video lectures and labs 
have worked for his students and where he could make 
improvements. “When you’re up in front of the class, you 
can adjust on the fly if you get the sense that something isn’t 
connecting. You can’t get that same sense lecturing online, 
so it’s important to have ways to get feedback that you can 
use to make adjustments.”

Much of the learning that takes place in the college is 
hands-on and outdoors, and professors are striving to make 
sure that students can still access some of the resources that 
are on campus or nearby.

For social scientists who rely on face-to-face interviews 
with individuals or groups, the coronavirus pandemic 
has forced radical rethinking about how to safely conduct 
research. To help them adjust, Assistant Professor Ashley 
Dayer has been hosting virtual seminars through the 
Society for Conservation Biology’s Social Science Working 
Group to develop new solutions for the specific challenges 
that social scientists are facing.

“A lot of social scientists have been struggling to figure out 
what the best way is to move forward,” explained Dayer, 
a former president of the group. “To help, I’ve run a series 
of online gatherings to talk about how we’re adapting our 
research approaches, what best practices might look like, 
and what techniques researchers are utilizing to continue 
their work.”

The virtual meetings brought together social science 
researchers, conservation professionals, and graduate 
students from around the world. Dayer led sessions on 
how to effectively shift to remote research, ways that 
conservation social scientists might take action in this time 
of crisis, and how to best support graduate students in the 
middle of research projects.

Though she admits that this is a difficult time for social 
scientists, Dayer sees a silver lining in having to rethink 
how social research is conducted. “This is forcing all of 

HELPING SOCIAL SCIENTISTS ADJUST 
to coronavirus challenges

“Our forestry field experience is an intensive field lab 
course, and it’s my opportunity to first expose students 
to the science of urban forestry and horticulture,” said 
Associate Professor Eric Wiseman. “In the past I’ve 
arranged to bring four or five urban foresters to the Hahn 
Horticultural Garden to have stations where they speak to 
specific areas in the field.” Instead, Wiseman invited several 
professionals to participate in a Zoom class and round-
robin discussion about the field and how students can 
prepare for careers.

For his wildlife fire ecology lab, Assistant Professor Adam 
Coates, took his students to the field, virtually. “I visited 
outdoor field locations on Fishburn Forest and the Jefferson 
National Forest where the students would have observed 
potential fire effects and prepared videos of what those labs 
would have entailed,” he said.

Hamed stressed the importance of balancing the need to 
maintain course objectives with an understanding that this 
is a unique situation and a challenging time for students. 
“We’re working hard to be flexible about everything,” he 
said. “We want our students to be prepared, but we also 
realize that they may have other commitments or challenges 

that are beyond their control. We want to encourage them 
that we’ll all get through this, so 30 years from now they’ll 
be telling their kids about the time when they had to watch 
their professor stumbling around in a creek trying to catch 
a fish.” Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

“I work with second-year students, and my job is to get their passion up 
so that the rest of their educational journey takes care of itself. 
The challenge has been how to keep students engaged in this new territory.”

Ashley Dayer (right), pictured in 2019, is working with 
other social scientists to develop methods for safely 
conducting research.

 J.P. Gannon brought a little levity to one of his virtual 
classroom sessions, saying, “For today’s lecture I’m 
ditching the fake Zoom background and coming to you from 
the inside of my house in my lounging-around clothes.”

Kevin Hamed tests his students’ fish identification 
skills virtually.

Kevin Hamed (right) live-streams a field exercise with the help of 
Mike Pinder of the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries.

Faculty use innovation and engagement
to adapt to new online education space

us to innovate, and it’s very possible that we’ll come out 
of this with new ways to conduct research that we hadn’t 
previously considered,” she said.

FIND IN-DEPTH ARTICLES ONLINE 
Many of the articles that appear in CNRE News are based on longer press releases. Any article in this issue that is followed by the 
URL cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag is available in its full-length format on our website.
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Making our mark in carbon
Imagine the forest as the center of a dynamic, interconnected system that is perpetually 
engaged in carbon exchange processes that have given rise to all life on this planet. 
Imagine all that and you will be closer to understanding how forests might be the last, 
best solution to solving the global challenge of climate change while contributing to a 
revolution in sustainable materials utilization for products needed by society.

Understanding the carbon cycle and its outcomes
“Carbon is a central currency in many aspects of forest and conservation science,” 
explained Associate Professor Quinn Thomas, an ecologist who specializes in forest 
ecosystems. “Carbon management and utilization touches on many domains of science, 
management, and policy — from the basic science of studying plants and soils, to resource 
conservation and management, hydrology, climate science, the economics of the lumber 
and biomaterial industries, and global policy perspectives. The carbon cycle combines 
them together.”

The amount of carbon on Earth is effectively constant, but all life depends on having the 
capacity to obtain and dispose of this element. The process of carbon cycling through 
Earth systems is where forests can have the greatest potential impact.

Imagine the photosynthesis process. A leaf utilizes the 
energy in sunlight to transform carbon dioxide and water, 

bonding carbon atoms with hydrogen to form simple sugars 
while releasing oxygen molecules. Some of that sugar will harden 

into the biomass of the tree, locking in carbon to form the branches, trunk, and roots. 
The rest will be shed as nuts, leaves, and fruit to be consumed by animals or decomposed 
by microbes in the soil.

Now go wider. Imagine a forest where older trees spread an overhead canopy while 
young saplings rise in shade. On the forest floor, fallen trees are in the process of 
decomposition, their carbon holds leaching gradually into the soil and waterways to 
fertilize new plants.

Move further out, and imagine the forests connected to shrublands and prairies, to 
neighborhoods and parks and cities. Imagine the soil underground, which stores 
significantly more carbon, holding it in molecular ecosystems that persist through 
time scales far longer than the life of a tree or forest. Imagine the water that moves 
through all of these environments, providing a resource for plants to grow and water for 
downstream communities. Consider the cycle of precipitation and the accumulation of 
water in streams and rivers and ponds, which hold and carry carbon to the ocean.

 QUINN THOMAS, Associate Professor
 Department of Forest Resources and Environmental Conservation (FREC) 

 Quinn Thomas uses flux towers, a state-of-the-
art instrumentation tool, to measure and model 
carbon accumulation in a variety of ecosystems, 
from pine plantations to switchgrass stands 
utilized in bioenergy production. “This research 
requires high-frequency instruments that can 
measure CO2 concentrations and wind dynamics 
at sub-second intervals.”

 DEPARTMENT OF GEOGRAPHY

 The Department of Geography is utilizing advancing technologies to analyze Earth 
systems at scales that have never been attempted. From scaling the Rocky Mountains 
to observe meteorological phenomena, to projecting the impacts that climate change 
will have on coastal communities in Virginia, the department is working to better 
understand the global climate dynamics that will impact our future.

 CAROL FRANCO, Senior Research Associate, FREC 

 Carol Franco has had an active role in REDD+ 
(Reduction of Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation), a program under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, supporting implementation efforts in 
the Dominican Republic and Mexico. She has 
also served as a delegate of her native Dominican 
Republic for climate change negotiations since 
2012, contributing to the decisions on forests, 
land use and land use change, and agriculture.  
“In my Climate Change and the International 
Policy Framework pathways course, students 
learn about the international policy process and 
the main issues being debated at the negotiations. 
This year, there is a specific focus on carbon 
markets, which are key to the implementation of 
the Paris Agreement.”

 STELLA SCHONS, Assistant Professor, FREC 

 The Amazon rain forest accounts for approximately 10% of the world’s ecosystem 
carbon stores. Stella Schons’ research centers on the economics of forestry industry 
and policy in the region, and she is working to cultivate collaborative research projects 
with universities in Brazil. “My research is focused on conservation and the economics 
involved in trying to balance land use with environmental regulations.”

Carbon is characterized as the fourth most abundant element in the 
universe and the 15th most abundant element in the Earth’s crust. 
Biologically, carbon holds a significant position and is part of all living 
systems. In humans, carbon makes up about 18.5% of body mass and is the 
second most abundant element in the body. Carbon and carbon products 
are used in a wide array of products and applications:

• Graphite is widely used in refractory applications, greasy lubricants, 
furnace linings, and carbon brushes in motors.

• Activated carbon or charcoal is used in filters for respirators and 
 kitchen hoods.

• Owing to its immense strength and durability, diamond is used to make 
drills for cutting rocks and other hard materials.

• Carbon fiber is used in fishing rods, tennis rackets, airplane 
components, and other products as it is extraordinarily strong 

 and lightweight.

• The discovery of carbon nanotubes, which are widely used in the 
electronic industry, has revolutionized nanotechnology.

• Carbon is used in various metallurgy processes.

• Carbon black is used in making pigments and inks.

• Carbon dioxide is used in fire extinguishers and as dry ice, and provides 
the fizz in carbonated beverages.

Start with 
a tree leaf.

ARBON’S SIGNIFICANCEC
CARBON

12.01076

Quinn Thomas models how ecosystems change 
over time in response to land use, climate change, 

atmospheric deposition, and management.

Carol Franco (left) regularly 
participates in the U.N. annual 

Climate Change Conference. Forests might be the last, best solution to solving the global 
challenge of climate change while contributing to a revolution in 
sustainable materials utilization for products needed by society.



Making our mark in carbon
According to a USDA Forest Service report (Research Update FS-227), forests, wood 
products, and urban tree stands represent the largest net carbon sink in the United States, 
offsetting approximately 11% of our total greenhouse gas emissions. Virginia’s role is 
particularly significant: Virginia’s total forest carbon biomass hold ranks fourth among 
the 48 contiguous states, behind Mississippi, Alabama, and Oregon.

The College of Natural Resources and Environment aims to take a lead role in advancing 
our understanding of carbon cycle processes and outcomes.

“If we are going to make progress in understanding and mitigating climate change and its 
impacts on our human ecosystem, we must first understand the science behind carbon,” 
said Paul Winistorfer, dean of the college. “Forests are central to our understanding, and 
the disciplines of the college and our faculty expertise have a deep core of talent toward 
this goal.”

To provide undergraduates with a comprehensive background on the many impacts 
carbon has on our world, the college offers numerous courses that consider carbon across 
a range of perspectives, from soil-level understanding of the microbial processes in forest 
ecosystems, to satellite telemetry technologies that allow researchers to visualize carbon 
and climate dynamics at a continental scale.

“To really tackle a challenge like carbon, you need to work collaboratively across 
disciplines,” Professor John Seiler explained. “The subject is both an economics 
challenge and a biology challenge. There are health and environmental questions and 
policy demands, and you need all of those perspectives coming to the table. CNRE is 
extremely diverse: we have our own economists and modelers, our own soil scientists 
and ecologists, our own social scientists and policy leaders. We have researchers on the 
cutting edge of every dimension of this topic.”

Because the subject of carbon touches on so many aspects of forest science, it would be 
impossible to itemize all of the contributions that researchers and students in CNRE are 
doing in the field of carbon, but some examples are provided below.

“This college has a deep pool of talent capable of making a difference in sustaining  
life on this planet,” Winistorfer noted. “From understanding the biological processes  
of photosynthesis and wood formation, to ecology and its myriad interconnectedness 
to all living things, to the remarkable renewable materials being manufactured, to 
economics of environmental choice, to policy and how it influences our management of 
the global landscape — it all starts with carbon and our forest processes and products.  
We do forests well, and because of that we are uniquely positioned to take on the 
critical challenges of carbon.”

photosynthesis

CO2

ocean uptake
animal

respiration
organic
carbon

decaying
organisms

dead organisms &
waste products root respiration

mineral carbon

fossils & fossil fuels

plant
respiration

factory &
vehicle emissions

factory &
vehicle emissions

Carbon Cycle

 DEPARTMENT OF SUSTAINABLE BIOMATERIALS

 The Department of Sustainable Biomaterials is 
committed to using natural, renewable resources 
to develop new materials and energy sources that 
can lessen impacts on our environment. Among 
the research taking place in the department is a 
project on the use of hardwood lumber in the 
manufacturing of cross-laminated timber products, 
a lightweight and sustainable building material.

 BRIAN STRAHM, Associate Professor, FREC 

 Carbon in soil is the largest actively cycled carbon 
reservoir on the planet, and small changes to that 
carbon pool can have significant consequences 
for the climate system. To understand soil 
carbon dynamics, Brian Strahm is working 
on a collaborative project to utilize National 
Ecological Observatory Network data to perform 
a continental-scale assessment of what influences 
carbon persistence in soil and how climate change 
could impact soil carbon stores. “We’re teasing 
apart the chemistry of the soil to look at all of 
the factors that influence carbon stores. A lot of 
that work is looking at the factors that conspire 
to influence carbon dynamics below ground, 
including temperature, moisture, mineralogy, and 
the microbial communities in the soil.”

 JOHN SEILER, Professor, FREC 

 John Seiler’s expertise is in measuring the 
 carbon inputs and outputs of forest ecosystems 

and how different variables and practices 
influence carbon sequestration and outputs. 

 “I measure leaf photosynthesis and respirations, 
as well as soil respiration — what is going into 
the tree and what comes out, and I look at 
how variables like fertilization or air pollution 
impact those measurements. Other people take 
my numbers and use them to develop advanced 
models to understand how current systems 

 work, and how they might change under 
 differing circumstances.”

Associate Professor Daniel Hindman attaches 
instrumentation to test a cross-laminated timber 

panel comprised of southern yellow pine.

 Brian Strahm’s research examines 
the many factors that influence 

carbon dynamics in soil.

John Seiler measures the carbon inputs and 
outputs of forest ecosystems and how different 

variables affect those measurements.

Forests might be the last, best solution to solving the global 
challenge of climate change while contributing to a revolution in 
sustainable materials utilization for products needed by society.
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CONGRATULATIONS TO THE 2020 CNRE AWARD WINNERS!
Living in this extraordinary time has resulted in many changes to the ways that we work, learn, and even celebrate. One thing that has not changed is the people who make 

the College of Natural Resources and Environment an accomplished and respected community of scholars, teachers, mentors, and leaders.

Congratulations to all 2020 award winners in the college. We honor you as individuals and laud your many and varied accomplishments. 
Thank you for all that you do for your departments, the college, the university, and our local and global communities.

OUTSTANDING SENIOR

 Henry Davie *Brittany Christensen

 Fish and Wildlife  Forest Resources and
 Conservation Environmental Conservation

 
 Colleen Pramenko Dianjin (David) Xu

 Geography Sustainable Biomaterials

A.B. MASSEY OUTSTANDING DOCTORAL STUDENT AWARD

 Corbin Hilling *Corey Green

 Fish and Wildlife  Forest Resources and
 Conservation Environmental Conservation

 
Heng Wan

Geography

OUTSTANDING TEACHING AWARD AND 
CERTIFICATE OF TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Carolyn Copenheaver

Forest Resources and Environmental Conservation

H.E. BURKHART OUTSTANDING MASTER’S STUDENT AWARD

 *Katie Walker Stephanie Duston

 Fish and Wildlife Forest Resources and
 Conservation Environmental Conservation

 
 Molly McKnight Alina Mejias Rojas

 Geography Sustainable Biomaterials 

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

Kevin Edgar

Sustainable Biomaterials

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION AWARD

Arlice Banks

Dean’s Staff

STUDENT AND ALUMNI AWARDS
*Denotes college-level winner

FACULTY AND STAFF AWARDS

AWARD FOR OUTREACH EXCELLENCE

Scott Barrett

Forest Resources and 
Environmental Conservation

OUTSTANDING STAFF AWARDS

 Erica Balsley Steven Lewis

 Information Technology Information Technology

OUTSTANDING UNDERGRAD 
MENTOR AWARD

John Seiler

Forest Resources and
Environmental Conservation

OUTSTANDING GRADUATE 
MENTOR AWARD

Chad Bolding

Forest Resources and 
Environmental Conservation

PHI KAPPA PHI MEDALLION (HIGHEST UNDERGRAD GPA)

*Hannah Sylvester, Geography

RECENT ALUMNI AWARD

Shannon McCabe (’10 B.S., ’12 M.S.)

DAVID WILLIAM SMITH LEADERSHIP AWARD

 Rasha Aridi Delaney Peterson

 Fish and Wildlife Forest Resources and
 Conservation Environmental Conservation

 
 Zachary Cohen *Daniel Grizzard

 Geography Sustainable Biomaterials

OUTSTANDING TEACHING ASSISTANT AWARD

 Garret Dettmann Ryley Harris

 Forest Resources and Geography
  Environmental Conservation

 
*Chandler Quesenberry

Sustainable Biomaterials



Shannon McCabe receives Recent Alumni Award

LEADERSHIP AWARD RECIPIENT DANIEL GRIZZARD
SHOWS A COMMITMENT TO SERVICE

For Brittany Christensen, the college’s 2020 Outstanding Senior, a 
passion for the environment has led to a commitment to restoring 
natural spaces for everyone to access. “My interest in restoration 
comes from wanting to create and protect pockets of natural space 
where everyone can experience the beauty of nature,” she said.
Among Christensen’s many extracurricular efforts were two summers 
as a volunteer at the Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge near her home 
in Virginia Beach. She served first as an environmental education 
instructor for school groups visiting the park, and then returned 
the following year to help map invasive plant species, using GPS 
technology to record species cover in various habitats.
“By that time I had taken dendrology and had worked in the Hahn 
Horticultural Garden on campus for a year, so I was already practiced 
in species identification,” said Christensen, an environmental 
resources management major with dual minors in urban forestry and 
watershed management. “It was nice to use my skills to go out and 
survey large tracts of land, where you can feel completely lost in 
the wilderness.”
She went on to secure a role as a research assistant to Associate 
Professor Susan Day, collecting ground data around Blacksburg 
for a research project on urban forest hydrology typologies. 
More recently, she worked with the Virginia Big Tree Program, 
which maintains a register of the largest specimens of each tree 
species in the state. “The highlight was going out into the field 
and doing some measuring,” she said. “I probably measured 30 
trees, and I love my work. The participants are so passionate 
about it, and that inspires me, too.”
Christensen hopes to find work in restoration and 
conservation efforts to gain real-world experience in the 
field before starting an advanced degree. “I think some time 
in the field will help me figure out where I want to focus my 
studies. Ultimately, I’d like to be able to give back in some 
way and help make sure that everyone has access to natural 
spaces.” Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

BRITTANY CHRISTENSEN NAMED 
CNRE 2020 OUTSTANDING SENIOR

Shannon McCabe (’10 B.S., ’12 M.S forestry), recipient 
of the CNRE 2020 Recent Alumni Award, knows how 
important forming a connection with people is to managing 
and maintaining our forest resources. She has demonstrated 
that philosophy in her current role as executive director of 
the 740+ member Association of Consulting Foresters and 
in prior positions with the Virginia Forestry Association, 
where she administered the Virginia Tree Farm Program 
and coordinated the Virginia Sustainable Forestry Initiative 
(SFI) Implementation Committee.

“Through my career in association management, it’s been 
a pleasure to facilitate opportunities for the professional 
growth of those as passionate about managing our forest 
resources as I am, as well as to see firsthand the positive 
impacts of professional connections on the advancement of 
the forestry sector,” McCabe said.

The former CNRE Outstanding Senior’s career includes 
leadership positions with professional organizations such 

as the Virginia Division of the Society of American 
Foresters and the Virginia Society of Association 
Executives. She is a founding member of the Board of 
Directors for 4 Paws Animal Rescue, where she also 
serves as adoption coordinator.

Since graduating, McCabe has made a concerted effort 
to stay engaged with her alma mater. She has been called 
“one of CNRE’s top volunteers” and is always ready and 
willing to help wherever she can, including serving on 
the advisory board of the Department of Forest Resources 
and Environmental Conservation.

“It’s been a pleasure and privilege to remain connected 
with the College of Natural Resources and Environment 
since leaving Blacksburg,” she said. “I am grateful for the 
support and friendship of CNRE faculty as well as for 
the opportunity to support the college. I am deeply 
honored to have been selected to receive the CNRE 
Recent Alumni award.”

For senior Daniel Grizzard, a desire to help others led to him 
take on leadership roles with student organizations as well as 
participate in community outreach and research projects. His 
efforts culminated in his selection as the college’s 2020 David 
William Smith Leadership Award recipient.

“Before entering college, I knew I wanted to work in a field 
that involved helping others,” Grizzard said. “While I was 
certain in that ambition, I had no clear idea what type of 
profession I wanted to work in. I was drawn to Virginia 
Tech because of its Ut Prosim (That I May Serve) motto.” 
Grizzard found a home in the Department of Sustainable 
Biomaterials, where he merged his passion for helping 
others with a field of study that strives to develop solutions 
that will lessen environmental impacts.

He made an impact as a member of Service Without 
Borders, a student organization that conducts service 
projects in local communities and overseas. He served as the 
financial coordinator for a relief effort in Nepal in 2017 and 
as a trip leader for a two-week journey to India last fall.

Grizzard, who also spent a semester abroad in Germany, 
notes that traveling overseas is crucial not only in 
broadening one’s perspective but in reshaping how a person 
understands their own background and experiences: “If 
you’re going to work in our increasingly global world, 
there’s a benefit to understanding how other cultures 
and other people live, and the ways their experience and 
worldviews are different and how they are the same.”

In memoriam
Gerald H. “Jerry” Cross (1933-2020), 
associate professor and head 
of the Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife Sciences. Cross, 
who had lasting effects on 
university, state, regional, 
and national programs in fish 
and wildlife, also created a continuing education 
program on leadership development for U.S. Forest 
Service professionals. bit.ly/36eIrUP

Robert L. “Bob” Youngs (1924-2020), 
professor emeritus of forestry 
and forest products. In addition 
to his many professional and 
academic achievements, Youngs 
and his wife, Esther, established 
the International Peace 
Garden on the Virginia Tech campus and funded a 
scholarship in their name within the college. 
bit.ly/3c5LY9U

H. William “Bill” Gabriel (1933-2020), 
1956 alumnus and longtime 
friend of the college. After 
a three-decade career with 
the U.S. Forest Service that 
took him from Alaska to 
Ecuador, Gabriel became an 
accomplished writer and photographer, with work 
published in notable magazines, textbooks, and 
encyclopedias. bit.ly/2A5jMpC

Locally, Grizzard volunteered with an elementary school 
lunch buddies program, served as vice president for the 
Society of Renewable Resources, and conducted a research 
project on maple syrup production as a way to bring new 
agriculture industries to Virginia’s Highlands region. After 
serving as a development intern last summer for The 
Alleghany Foundation, a nonprofit that provides grants to 
improve the quality of life for people in Virginia’s Alleghany 
County and surrounding areas, he has returned following 
graduation for a yearlong fellowship before he pursues 
graduate school. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

Daniel Grizzard taps a maple tree as part of a research 
project on maple syrup production.
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Virginia Water Center recognized as a national leader

News from around the college

Scores of edible, medicinal, and decorative species grow 
underneath Appalachia’s extensive forest canopy. In the 
agroforestry practice known as forest farming, plants, 
fungi, and specific tree species are intentionally grown 
under a well-managed tree canopy using techniques 
ranging from fixed plantings in raised beds to wild 

Virginia Tech launches 
CENTER FOR COASTAL STUDIES

Ensuring a vibrant and thriving 
coastal zone is one of the most 
pressing issues of our time. Globally, the 
coastal zone hosts nearly half of the human population, 
large ports vital to the global economy, and military 
installations important to national and global security. 
Assistant Professor Anamaria Bukvic of the Department 
of Geography, whose research explores solutions 
to sea-level rise in coastal communities, serves as 
co-director of Virginia Tech’s newly established Center 
for Coastal Studies, which will engage with a diverse set 
of stakeholders, create a collaborative space for difficult 
conversations with the public around coastal-zone issues, 
and establish a Coastal Zone Observatory that will be a data 
clearinghouse for government agencies and private sector 
collaborators. The center comprises 40 faculty participants 
from six different colleges and various scientific disciplines, 
including several from the College of Natural Resources 
and Environment. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

To meet future demands for clean water, we must have 
a clear understanding of the dynamics of water and 
nutrients in forest systems. To broaden our understanding 
of those systems, faculty members Brian Strahm and 
Kevin McGuire are partnering with the New Zealand 
government-owned research entity Scion on an ambitious 
project that will utilize remote sensing technology, isotopic 
tracing, and manipulative field studies to develop a 
comprehensive model of water and nutrient flow through 
forested watersheds. The $9 million, five-year project will 
develop forest hydrology models to measure and predict 
the storage and release of water in forest catchments 
while simultaneously allowing scientists to collect data 
on nutrient cycling, with a particular emphasis on the 
export, utilization, and cycling of nitrogen. The researchers 
will use isotopic “tracers” in the water and in nitrogen to 

For the first time, the Virginia Water Resources Research 
Center, which is housed in the college, received a status of 
“outstanding” from the U.S. Department of the Interior. 
“The Water Center operates as a clearinghouse and a focal 
point for water education, outreach, and research,” said 
Center Director Stephen Schoenholtz. The review panel 
credited the center with having done an exemplary job 
of communicating water news and information to the 
public and praised its focus on research aimed at solving 
state water issues. “Engagement and outreach have been a 
big focus for the center over the last decade,” Schoenholtz 
added. Efforts include a database of breaking water news 
stories, water-related legislation decisions and documents, 
and Virginia Water Radio, weekly program on a specific 
water issue or topic that is tied to the Virginia Standards of 
Learning and can be used in K-12 classrooms. The center 
also provides seed grants for students studying water 
resources and funds an internship program. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

CNRE CAREER FAIR | SEPT. 22, 2020
EMPLOYERS: This year’s CNRE Career Fair is going virtual! 
Don’t miss your chance to recruit students for internships and 
career positions from the nation’s No. 1 ranked school 
for natural resources and conservation. Details will be posted 
at cnre.vt.edu/career-fair as they become available. 
Email freeborn@vt.edu to get on the mailing list.

Shop soon for CNRE gear!
You asked and we listened! In response to overwhelming 
demand, college- and department-branded merchandise 

will be offered for sale via an online vendor in early fall. The 
window for purchases will be limited, so watch for the big 

announcement on our social media feeds and website.Kevin McGuire (left) and Brian Strahm

measure the movement of water and nutrients through a 
forest system. While the project is focused on New Zealand 
forest watersheds, the research has both local and global 
implications. Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

The center added a statewide photo contest to its outreach 
efforts this year.  It included entries from Virginia Tech 
students Meagan Bragg (above) and Sarah Moorehead (top).

populations that are intentionally stewarded to sustain 
production. Two new grants from the USDA aim to 
benefit the Appalachian Beginning Forest Farmer Coalition 
by streamlining the cultivation and harvesting of crops 
such as goldenseal, black cohosh, and American ginseng 
so more landowners, farmers, and wild harvesters can 
add value to their enterprise by supplying reliably sourced 
raw materials to the industries, cottage businesses, and 
consumers that depend on them. The coalition was created 
with a start-up grant from the USDA National Institute of 
Food and Agriculture in 2016. According to Professor John 
Munsell, who leads the coalition, NIFA recently awarded 
the coalition renewal funding and the USDA National 
Agroforestry Center followed up with a separate grant to 
take the coalition’s efforts national. 
Full story: cnre.vt.edu/summer2020mag

Grants to expand forest farming 
in Appalachian woodlands

Understanding forest-water interactions 
IN NEW ZEALAND


