
EDITORS’ NOTE Ginette Hemley 
oversees WWF’s programs to secure 
a future in the wild for the world’s 
most endangered and iconic spe-
cies. An authority on endangered 
species  and conservation pol-
icy, Hemley has developed and 
launched global recovery strategies 
for critically endangered species 
and has engaged key constituencies 
in unique partnerships to secure 
long-term solutions, from local 
community groups to national pol-
icy makers to multinational compa-
nies. She previously served as WWF’s Senior Vice 
President for Strategy & Science, as Managing 
Vice President for Conservation, and as Director 
of TRAFFIC. A wildlife ecologist with over 30 
years of international conservation experi-
ence, Hemley received a B.S. in biology from 
the College of William & Mary, studied history 
and philosophy at Oxford University, and is an 
ELIAS Fellow with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology.

ORGANIZATION BRIEF For nearly 60 years, 
WWF (worldwildlife.org) has been protecting the 
future of nature. The world’s leading conserva-
tion organization, WWF works in 100 coun-
tries and is supported by more than one million 
members in the United States and close to fi ve 
million globally. WWF’s unique way of working 
combines global reach with a foundation in sci-
ence, involves action at every level from local 
to global, and ensures the delivery of innova-
tive solutions that meet the needs of both people 
and nature.

Will you highlight the history and heri-
tage of WWF and how the organization has 
evolved?

WWF was founded in 1961 as an organi-
zation dedicated initially to saving endangered 
species at a time when wild species and wild 
places were coming into the public eye as some-
thing we needed to protect. Our evolution as an 
organization in many ways tracked the growth 
of the modern environmental movement. Many 
conservation groups sprung up around that time 
and we chose to focus internationally because 
we saw that the rate of environmental change in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America was really accel-
erating, particularly on the wildlife front, and 
few organizations were addressing it. 

There was a massive problem 
with poaching and over-hunting so 
that was the initial focus of the organi-
zation. Our fi rst international campaign 
was to save the black rhino, whose 
numbers were plummeting. Ninety-
fi ve percent of black rhinos were lost 
in Africa in 20 years. While we initially 
focused on individual species, as the 
science evolved to help us understand 
how nature was interconnected, we 
realized we had to consider whole 
ecosystems if we were going to save 
nature. We had to go bigger. We had 

to work at a scale that mattered and we also had 
to integrate our goals with development goals 
because it was often the case that the people 
living closest to nature in some of these far-
fl ung places were facing high-levels of poverty, 
but also happened to be the most important 
stewards of nature and wildlife. We now focus 
on an integrated approach to conservation, 
looking at how people and nature interact and 
the importance of ensuring that both people 
and nature thrive. 

What are the biggest threats to wildlife 
today?

Wildlife faces two big threats today. The 
most immediate one is the illegal wildlife trade, 
and the other one is habitat loss. The illegal 
wildlife trade has exploded as a threat in the 
last decade and is largely driven by growing 
demand, as you would expect, but is also facili-
tated by organized criminal networks. In places 
like Asia, where the middle class in China and 
Southeast Asian countries has grown, products 
that were once not so affordable have become 
widely affordable, such as ivory which comes 
from elephants. 

This has led to a poaching crisis in Africa. 
For example, until four or fi ve years ago, as 
much as 10 percent of Africa’s elephants were 
lost each year to poaching for the illegal ivory 
trade. It is under better control now, in part 
because we have engaged with some of the 
largest e-commerce companies in the world 
whose platforms have become major market-
places for illegal wildlife products. As with 
everything, wildlife products have increas-
ingly gone online. 

A few years ago, we began working with 
the biggest companies in the e-commerce sec-
tor, including Google and eBay and Microsoft, 
and the e-commerce giants in China, Alibaba 

and Taobao, who have come together to 
commit to reducing the illegal online wildlife 
trade by 80 percent by the end of 2020. This 
has been a critical effort to get after one of 
the most important outlets for wildlife traf-
fi cking today.

Another area where technology is help-
ing to accelerate conservation is with on-
the-ground anti-poaching efforts. We have a 
great partnership with the company FLIR, 
one of the leading makers of sophisticated 
thermal imaging infrared cameras that detect 
heat over relatively long ranges. This pro-
vides park rangers the ability to detect 
intruders coming into conservation areas 
that may be intending to poach. By setting 
up enhanced surveillance systems with this 
equipment around the perimeter of parks or 
wildlife reserves, rangers are better able to 
quickly detect and take action against poten-
tial poachers.

We are involved in an effort right now to 
scale up the use of those cameras in Kenya to 
help secure the rhino population across the 
country over the next few years and we are 
very excited about bringing the new technolo-
gies with FLIR and other partners into our con-
servation work. 

To address the huge challenge of habitat 
loss, we work on several levels. Globally, we 
tackle the major forces behind it, such as agri-
cultural and infrastructure development, by 
promoting better policies and practices within 
government institutions and companies. On 
the ground the formula for saving endangered 
species is really quite simple in principle. We 
need to secure critical habitat. We need to 
ensure that wildlife has enough to eat and 
is protected from poaching. And importantly, 
we need to ensure that the people living clos-
est to wildlife have a stake in conservation. 
To do this, we help governments around the 
world strengthen their systems of protected 
areas, like the wonderful national parks we 
have in the United States, including ensur-
ing that local communities benefi t from those 
protected areas through ecotourism, park 
employment or other economic opportuni-
ties. We have wonderful examples of where 
the formula is working – we are today see-
ing the recovery of endangered tigers in India 
and Nepal, and of elephants and rhinos in 
Namibia – with benefi ts to communities grow-
ing. That is a formula for success.•
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African Elephant in the Maasai Mara National Reserve captured by WWF-U.K. 
Ambassador and photographer Conor McDonnell while visiting Kenya with 

the Our Planet team and WWF Kenya in October 2018.

EDITORS’ NOTE  Dr. Margaret  
McMenamin was appointed to her 
current position in July 2010. She 
began teaching as an instructor at 
Lehigh Carbon Community College 
in Pennsylvania in 1984. She rose 
to full professor, Dean of Faculty, 
and Vice President of Academic and 
Student Affairs at Lehigh Carbon. 
In 2005, Dr. McMenamin was 
named Executive Vice President of 
Educational Services at Brookdale 
Community College in New Jersey. 
From November 2009 to April 2010, 
she served as Acting President of Brookdale. Dr. 
McMenamin is a Commissioner and Chair of 
the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education. She has served as an adjunct professor 
at Rowan University and is currently a member of 
the American Association of Community Colleges’ 
Presidents’ Academy Executive Committee, the 
International Commission for the Hispanic 
Association of Colleges and Universities, and 
the National Junior College Athletic Association 
Executive Committee. Dr. McMenamin attended 
Temple University and graduated cum laude. She 
earned a masters from the University of Scranton 
and a doctorate in educational leadership from 
Lehigh University.

INSTITUTION BRIEF Union County College 
(ucc.edu) is an open-access public comprehen-
sive community college. The college operates cam-
puses in Cranford, Elizabeth, Plainfi eld, and 
Scotch Plains, New Jersey. Union County College 
enrolls almost 20,000 credit and non-credit students. 
Union County College educates many undergradu-
ate allied healthcare professionals in New Jersey. 

What excited you about leading Union 
County College and what were your priori-
ties for the College?

I was excited about leading the oldest two-
year college in New Jersey and helping our stu-
dents achieve their dreams. But when I arrived in 
July 2010, I realized that the college was under-
performing in important metrics that mattered, 
not only to students and their families, but also, 
frankly, to the country. I’m talking about gradu-
ation rates and promoting economic mobility for 
our students.

My priority became improving our student 
success outcomes. We had to set the institution 
on a new course – a student-centered course. 

The college regarded itself as one of 
the best community colleges in the 
country. However, since our gradua-
tion rates didn’t show that, I knew we 
had to make massive changes.

Will you highlight the steps 
you took to change the course for 
Union County College?

I started by refocusing the entire 
institution on our mission of educating 
students. I fi gured that was common 
ground that everybody – administrators 
and faculty – could agree on.

We implemented a program called 
Operation Graduation. It was a whole new 
approach to student advising. It was data driven. 
I didn’t want to hear anecdotes about how 
one student’s life was changed. We needed an 
approach that we could take to scale, one based 
on research, best practices, and data. I wanted 
to focus on the numbers. The numbers don’t lie.

Instead of a sink or swim approach, we 
engaged in what’s called “intrusive interven-
tion.” We paid attention to our students in a way 
that was unprecedented. We were proactive 
and didn’t wait for a student to ask for help. We 
tracked our students. When they missed class or 
struggled with a test, our advising team contacted 
the student and got them the help they needed. 
We said to our students, “you didn’t go to class. 
What’s going on? You had trouble on your test, 
let’s get you some tutoring.” If necessary, we 
walked them to the tutoring center.

The result? Graduation rates nearly doubled. 
For the fi rst time in over 20 years, we were in 
double digits. We were cautiously optimistic, but 
not convinced that it was real. Over the next year 
we expanded Operation Graduation and saw 
another dramatic jump in graduation rates. At 
that point we knew we had something special.

What was happening with Operation 
Graduation was revolutionary. There was one 
problem, however. When we peeled the onion, 
we discovered something troubling. The gradua-
tion rates for most of our students went up, with 
the exception of our black male students. Their 
rates essentially did not move. We had a signifi -
cant achievement gap.

Nothing we were doing – none of our inter-
vention strategies – had an impact on our black 
men. Some would have accepted the outcome 
and moved on. At Union County College, we 
call that “the soft bigotry of lowered expecta-
tions.” We reevaluated what we were doing 

and why it wasn’t working with these students. 
We discovered that while many of our students 
were close to graduation and needed just a little 
help, most of our black male students had not 
earned enough credits to be close to graduation. 
Evidently, we had allowed them to meander 
around the curriculum without direction. It was 
outrageous, and we knew we had to fi nd a solu-
tion. That’s when Project Achievement was born.

We engaged the community. I went to 
African American leaders on our board and said, 
“Here are the numbers. This is eventually going 
to be on the front page of the Star Ledger. Is this 
something that you want to help us do anything 
about or should we just say this is the best these 
young men can do?”

They shared my outrage and generously 
said, “What can we do to help? How can we 
help you?” They connected us to other success-
ful African American leaders in the community, 
including the Omega men. These profession-
als met with our Project Achievement students. 
Whether it was a state police major telling them 
how to handle themselves when they get pulled 
over, or a Fortune 500 company executive talk-
ing about how he moved up – it resonated with 
our students. You could see the spark in our stu-
dents’ eyes – something clicked.

We restructured our interventions to address 
the unique challenges faced by these students. 
We reassigned advisors to work exclusively 
helping them. We paid attention to them in an 
exceptional way and it worked.

Our graduation rates for black males dou-
bled in the fi rst year of Project Achievement and 
has now quadrupled.

What is the ultimate goal and how do 
you defi ne success?

Our ultimate goal is economic mobility for 
our students. If anybody tells you any differ-
ent, it’s baloney. It’s great to memorize the 
prologue to The Canterbury Tales, and to mas-
ter quadratic equations, but for college students 
today, it’s about economic mobility and access 
to the American dream. We have our sights set 
on achieving a 50 percent graduation rate and 
eliminating the achievement gap.

Success? I believe we have succeeded when 
everyone who is willing to work for it has an 
opportunity to go to college and achieve their 
dreams. College changed my life and I want to 
do that for our students. This is their best shot – 
their big opportunity. Success is getting our stu-
dents across the fi nish line. •
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Union County College students are transforming their futures 
and their community as they target graduation.
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