








IN A WORD, HUMAN ECOLOGY MEANS INTERDEPE

fall said members of the COA faculty encour-
age them to think beyond conventional bound-
aries, to question the status quo, to work at cre-
ating a sustainably healthy planet in which
people of all cultures coexist peacefully, and to
give back to their local communities.

On the theory that society’s problems are not
compartmentalized and neither should be learn-
ing, there are no academic departments. Courses
are often taught by interdisciplinary teams. Stu-
dents do not declare a major; they design their
own academic programs within three nonexclu-
sive areas: arts and design, environmental sciences,
and human studies. All areas incorporate field
work, independent study, and internships. Some
students participate in the Idea Network for Bio-
medical Research Excellence, a partnership with

Jackson Laboratory and the Mount Desert Island
El%?o\foglcal Lab. Others are involved in projects
with Acadia National Park or practice sustainable
organic agriculture at COA’s Beech Hill and Peggy
Rockefeller farms. Only two degrees are offered—

With just 350 students, small class size is
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CARBON NEUTRAL

While many colleges claim to be green, College of the Atlantic is especial-
ly thorough in its approach. In December 2007, COA became the first, and
still only, college to reduce all of its carbon emissions to zero through pur-
chase of verifiable carbon offsets. COA has also committed to become 100%
reliant on renewable energy sources for all uses.

How are they doing so far?

B Non-emitting, renewable windpower provides electricity
campus-wide.

B Wood pellet boiler provides heats and hot water for 20% of the
campus, including new student residences and campus center.

B Building temperatures are maintained at 65° F during the day, 50°
at night; all leaks have been plugged.

m All light bulbs are CFL or LED.

B Wind turbine and solar panels erected by students provide
electricity at COA’s organic Beech Hill Farm.

B Verifiable carbon emissions reduction projects are supported by the
college to offset its emissions that cannot be reduced or avoided.
Recent offsets supported www.carbonfund.org, a project that
provides electricity to long-haul trucks at truck stops to eliminate
the need for idling to produce power during mandated
10-hour rest stops.

In the Kathryn W. Davis Student Residential Village and

Deering Common Community Center:

B Mostly local building materials to limit transportation emissions
and support Maine’s economy.

B Furniture purchased from a regional manufacturer that uses only
sustainably harvested wood, or recycled and/or local materials that
neither off-gas nor require harmful solvents for cleaning.

B Low- or no-VOC (volatile organic compounds) interior and
exterior paints.

B Wood-pellet boiler heat system that uses local, sustainably
harvested wood.

B Heat-recovery gray water systems for showers that warm incoming
cold water.

B Composting waterless toilets or those that will produce a fertilizer
for use on the campus landscape.

In the new student residences:

B Double-stud walls containing 12" of non-emitting, recycled
cellulose insulation made from shredded newspapers
(5" in the community center).

B Triple-glazed windows.

B Built-in recycling containers and kitchen composting
receptacles in every unit. —JM
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Bachelor of Arts and Master of Philosophy—
both in Human Ecology.

The college is deliberately small, with 28
full-time and 12 part-time faculty to teach about
350 students from 38 states and 34 foreign
countries. The graduate program currently has
nine students. There’s only one lecture hall, and
it only seats 40. It’s okay to nap in the little
charmingly old-fashioned library, yet the cam-
pus computer network is tied into a high-speed,
fiber-optic T-1 line shared with Jackson Labs.

At all-college meetings on Wednesdays, fac-
ulty candidates might be reviewed or decisions
made on running the organic farm, razing or
constructing buildings, or even determining
energy-efficiency levels. The president, each
grounds keeper, each faculty member, and each
student gets one vote. That approach to deci-
sion-making is characteristically brought by
COA graduates into their careers.

“Human ecology teaches you to see prob-
lems from all angles because there are no black
and white answers,” said Darron Collins, COA’s
new president and a 1992 graduate. “I like to
think of the college as a workshop, a problem-
solving experience, where how you paint an
object or figure out something scientifically
comes from understanding that there are dif-
ferent ways of looking at the world.” The first
alumnus to serve as president, Collins received
a PhD in anthropology from Tulane University
and managed international and domestic proj-
ects at the World Wildlife Fund for a decade,
most recently as Director of Creative Assets,
leading WWF outreach and development
efforts. “My COA education ingrained in me a
problem-solving skill set applicable to whatever
you do, whether at WWE, teaching high school,
in politics, in business or as an artist or writer,”
he said. “Most people who have heard of us
assume we're a science college, maybe even sole-
ly focused on marine science but we are com-
mitted to exploring the arts and humanities.
Appreciation for and making art makes students
better communicators.”

Other alumni include Maine Congress-
woman Chellie Pingree and Nell Newman, co-
founder and president of Newman’s Own
Organics.

Unlike many schools, where “going green”
means recycling and LEED-certified buildings, at
COA the commitment is systemic (LEED stands
for Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design, an internationally recognized program
that certifies environmentally responsible build-
ings). Carbon neutral since 2007, the college is
commiitted to total reliance on renewable energy
sources. Based on an annual national College
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Sustainability Report Card, several major
publications, including Forbes, Kaplan,
and Princeton Review, have ranked this
among the nation’s greenest colleges. In
addition, it is consistently named in rank-
ings of America’s most beautiful cam-
puses. In 2008, two academic programs
were added: Green and Socially Respon-
sible Business, which has already been
cited by the Sierra Club for encouraging
“eco-entrepreneurs,” and Sustainable
Food Systems, which connects students
with organic research centers in England
and Germany.

Besides the college’s research vessel,
Indigo, learning in the well-known
marine sciences courses often takes place
at its two research stations: Mount Desert
Rock, 25 miles offshore, one of two pri-
mary locations for viewing whales in the
Gulf of Maine, and Great Duck Island,
home to the largest colony of Leach’s
storm petrels in the eastern United States.

Last November, as frigid winds off the
water swept across the woodsy campus,
Graham Reeder and Anjali Appadurai, two
second-year students from Vancouver,

Canada, showed me around. A few weeks
hence, they would be among 11 COA stu-
dents attending the United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change, in
Cancun, Mexico, pursuing ideas for grass-
roots activism and observing how less-
influential nations react to declarations by
those with the greatest influence.

Nearly 20 percent of COA’s students
are from outside the United States. Like
my guides, most enroll thanks to the
Davis Scholarship program of United
World College. Since the year 2000 that
program has enabled graduates of its
schools around the globe to pursue
higher education in the United States at
such institutions as Princeton Universi-
ty, COA, and Colby, Bates, Middlebury,
and Wellesley colleges.

There is no gym, and no athletic
teams to root for at the College of the
Atlantic. What's it like to be a college stu-
dent on Mount Desert Island in winter?

“It’s not the same kind of party scene
as at other schools,” said Reeder. “Lots of
hiking in Acadia, open mic nights, con-
certs, a few dances, studying.”

“Potluck dinners,” added Appadurai,
“tea time and hot chocolate.”

Other students mentioned cricket
and soccer pickup games, water polo, and
underwater hockey—whatever that is—
at the local YMCA, where all students are
members. Apparently there’s a growing
surfing crowd in warmer weather. Flyers
touted a guided moonlight nature walk,
art exhibits, and a student-directed, alter-
native production of Hamlet. (David
Hales, then the college president, was to
appear as the ghost.) It all sounded
remarkably wholesome, an impression
compounded by the outdoorsy look of
everyone we encountered, as if they’d all
just come off the trail.

At lunch, I sat with three students
who have saltwater in their veins. Alex
Brett, from a small Maine island, is
working with COA alumnus Eddie
Monat, a.k.a. “Diver Ed,” to establish a
baseline for habitat studies in French-
man Bay. Evie Smith, from Edge-
comb/Boothbay Harbor, spent the past
year coordinating a groundfish commu-
nity-supported fisheries program for the
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MORE INFO Penobscot East Resource Center in Stonington; part of her job was to make
College of the Atlantic, 105 Eden St., Bar Harbor, ME sure fishermen were being paid fairly. Marina Garland, from Wolfeboro,
207-288-5015; www.coa.edu New Hampshire was studying plastics that become fine particles as they

degrade in the ocean; she said that the impact of nonbiodegradable

ON CAMPUS: microplastics had not previously been documented and that there are
George B. Dorr Museum of Natural History 207-288- repercussions for fish that eat plankton.
5395; www.coa.edu/museu. Lifelike taxidermy in “Our students learn to write grant proposals,” said professor Chris
natural settings. Natural science specimens. Contempo- Peterson. “For this kind of research, that’s key.” They apply for a mix of
rary art reflecting environmental themes. Touch tank of federal and private grants, receiving small stipends.
marine life. Open Tuesday-Saturday, 10 a.m.-5 p.m., all In 2010, COA launched what is known as the Sustainable Ventures Incu-
year but may vary. Call ahead. bator, a.k.a. the “Hatchery.” According to director Jay Friedlander, the pro-
Beatrix Farrand Garden, created by the internationally gram annually gives six students or recent graduates seed money, office
known garden designer for an estate in 1928 at the space, and mentors for up to one year to help turn plans they might have
height of Mt. Desert Island’s Golden Era, located behind into viable businesses. Friedlander, a former Peace Corps volunteer and for-
Kaelber Hall. Look for the original roses and a perenni- mer COO of O’Naturals, an organic and natural fast-food restaurant group,
al border of original plantings. This is but one of several joined the faculty two years ago. He was favorably surprised by how much
gardens on campus. leeway students are given to plan their studies, and by the amount of cross-
pollination among students developing for- and non-profit businesses. “You
Community Organic Garden. Plots available in the don’t see that at traditional business schools,” he said.
spring on a first-come, first-served basis. Contact Last year, one Hatchery student was working toward growing organic
Suzanne Morse at SRM@coa.edu vegetables in under-utilized industrial spaces. Another was developing eas-
Summer Education Programs. One-week sessions for ily installed conversion kits that will enable diesel autos to run efficiently
children (five and older), high school students, families, on vegetable oil. Nafisa Mohammadi, a United World College student and
teachers, and adults. Hands-on experience with crea- 2010 COA graduate is developing Mending Walls, a company to help
tures of the air, land, and sea in Acadia National Park women in her native Afghanistan design and export custom-embroidered
and Mount Desert Island: 800-597-9500: handicrafts for sale. During 2011-2012, Hatchery student entrepreneurs
summer@coa.edu are developing businesses that include food systems consulting, Gourmet

Butanol, and a bicycle taxi service.
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Allied Whale, COA’s marine mam-
mal research group, founded in 1972,
(see MBH&H issue #85, June/July 2005)
regularly makes news. Its online database
contains thousands of photographs of
whales that have been sighted, from the
Gulf of Maine to the British Isles and
Antarctica, making it possible to identi-
fy individual whales by their fluke mark-
ings, thereby tracking migration. Allied
Whale also responds to marine mammal
strandings from Rockland to the Canadian
border. Director Sean Todd, who also serves
as Associate Dean of Advanced Studies,
teaches biology and marine science as
well as literature of the sea, using such
books as Two Years Before the Mast by
Richard Henry Dana, Jr., and Tuning the
Rig: A Journey to the Arctic, by Harvey
Oxenhorn, to convey what it means to
live on the ocean.

Todd never heard of human ecolo-
gy before interviewing for a position at
COA. “Gradually I realized it’s what I
do,” he said.

Early in his career, Todd went to
Newfoundland with a “naive idea of how
to save the whales. We were going to cut
them free from nets,” he said. Then he
met the 80-year-old patriarch of a fish-
ing family, a man with a deep brogue.

“He became a storyteller,” Todd said,
“and I was the listener. I learned that to
them, the whales were pests, because
they cause hardships for fishermen try-
ing to make a living. After that, we began
to look for ways to minimize risks. We
asked the fishermen, because they
understood better than anyone what
happens day-to-day on the water. But
the problem was the fishermen don’t say
what happens in a way that other people
can understand. A lot of human ecology
is about translation, so multiple stake-
holders can understand each other.”

But what about the college founders’
hopes for helping the local community?

The college community has brought
students, faculty, and staff with buying
power to Mount Desert Island, albeit
with less economic power than those
who summered there in the island’s
Golden Era. Moreover, close to 50 alumni
now own area businesses, from restau-
rants to retail and biofuel to massage
therapy. One graduate is a local recording
engineer, several are garden designers,
and two manage local museums. The
college is also credited with building the
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first solar home in Maine to gain a con-
ventional mortgage; for many years, a
solar architectural design program
taught students and local builders about
the new technologies. Now it’s also part
of MDI Tomorrow, a community forum
on long-range regional planning.
“COA increasingly is thinking about
larger global issues but at the same time
there is so much to learn from Mount
Desert Island and the islands, which are
such interesting environments, and so

much we can give in return,” said Presi-
dent Collins. “I want COA to become an
even greater resource for this communi-

ty than it already is.”
It appears that today, COA is every-
thing it was founded to be. e

Contributing  Editor Mendelsohn
(www.janetmendelsohn.com), is a freelance

Janet

writer and the author of Maine’s Museums: Art,
Oddities & Artifacts, published this year by
Countryman Press.
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