
2016 GCA National Affairs and Legislation Conference 

Ellie Kelly:ADvocAcY AND THE NAI 
by Lorraine Alexander, Millbrook GC, Zone III 

NAL Conference Founder Ellie Kelly, St. George's 
GC, Zone VI, shares a laugh with Student 
Conservation Association Founder Liz Putnam, 
Bennington GC, Zone I. 

LA . How would you describe 
. your path from St. 

George's Garden Club, to Zone VI's 
Conservation Award in 1971-with 
stops along the way, please-to your 
founding of the NAL conference in 
1983? 

EK•. The truth is, I wasn't ready 
for garden club membership 

when I joined. It was the 1960s, a period 
of great urban engagement in places like 
Baltimore. I attended club meetings but 
came to conservation as a result of civic 
involvement, often alongside my husband, 
who was an activist architect devoted to 
historic preservation and appropriate urban 
development. I began to care about plants 
and hort via policy issues, and testified 
before Congress in the 1970s to widen the 
list of plants protected by the Endangered 
Species Act. 
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LA .. If I may interrupt, what do 
you see, through your wide 

angle lens, as today's primary concerns 
related to plants? 

EK• We've learned a lot in our clubs 
• about the vital environmental 

importance of plants, but there is still a 
disconnect between what we should do 
and what we actually do in our gardens. 
Horticulture is the basis of conservation, 
after all. The elephant in the room today is 
fertilizer, and the toxic runoff it creates. You 
don't have to have an entirely native garden, 
but I do believe the fertilizer problem is 
something we in the GCA can really take 
hold of The enemy is us. 

LA ·. Your conservation advocacy 
is legend. You've been 

involved in redwoods legislation; bills 
on toxic substances, water pollution, 
reform of the Highway Beautification 
Act, and on and on. Tell us about 
your focus on National Affairs and 
Legislation, which you chaired from 
1977 to 1982. 

EK• I was increasingly involved in 
• local policy issues, hoping to 

translate concerns into actions. At one 
time I was on 12 boards. I was a founder 
of the Maryland chapter of The Nature 
Conservancy, three of us founded Scenic 
America, and I was elected to the Maryland 
Environmental Trust, one of the best land 
conservation groups in the country. 

I cannot talk about the NAL 
conference without mentioning former 
GCA president Willie Waller. She was from 
Zone III's Bedford GC, and she too was 
an activist; she expanded the Conservation 
Committee to include an NAL rep in 
1969. Nonetheless, all these smart women 
were still signing postcards in support of 
proposed bills, and that was about it. I 

wanted our own meeting in DC, and we got 
it, in 1983. At our first NAL conference, 
we gave the GCA delegates gift baskets with 
the usual snacks plus miniature bottles of 
whisky to help them relax into the notion of 
lobbying! 

LA ., Is there a piece of legislation 
that stands out in your 

memory because of the GC4 's 
advocacy? 

EK• I would say the Alaska National 
• Interest Lands Conservation 

Act (ANILCA), which predates the NAL 
conference but not the committee. Alaska 
became a state in 1959, but in the 1970s 
the allocation of land uses was being 
contentiously debated in Congress. GCA 
clubs, nationwide, responded via letters and 
calls urging bills for wiser practices related to 
the state's natural resources. (In a single week 
more letters arrived in Washington from 
garden club members than from the NRA!) 
Sally Brown [Glenview GC, Zone VII] and 
I proudly attended President Carter's White 
House signing on December 2, 1980. We 
came away with a map of Alaska that resides 
in the GCA's archives at Headquarters. 

LA ·. Your efforts on behalf of the 
GC4 and conservation have 

been tireless. What would you like to 
say about the future? 

EK• I really want our clubs to 
• understand how to advocate 

locally. If all the clubs in a zone vote 
to support (or oppose) a state bill on 
pesticides, that zone's Conservation rep 
takes this to the GCA's Conservation/ 
NAL Committees and Executive Board 
for approval. A delegation from that zone 
could then present testimony at the state 
legislature. As the eminent humanist Rene 
Dubos has said, "Think globally, act locally." 


