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BIKE SUMMIT Speech 

 

Thank you Jenn for that wonderful introduction.  It is indeed a great 

privilege to be here with you today.  It is exciting to have you all here in 

Washington, and I urge you to make to most of your time here.  You are 

doing such great work and your voices need to be heard. 

 

Now as I was getting ready to come here, my wife, who is a much better 

biker than I, said to me, “Remember, a bicycle is just as good company 

as most husbands, and, when it gets old and shabby, a woman can 

dispose of it and get a new one without shocking the entire community.”  

She said she was just trying to be helpful. 

 

Not to be outdone, I decided I would do a little digging of my own, you 

know, to come up with a suitable retort, when I found this, from an old 

Soviet Infantry manual from the 1930s: “Do not touch anything 

unnecessarily.  Beware pretty girls in dance halls, as well as bicycles, 

revolvers, uniforms, arms, dead horses and men lying on roads – they 

are not there by accident!” 

 

Somehow, I think she got the better of that exchange… 

 

But you know, even as a child, I knew a bicycle was something special.  

When I was a kid I used to pray every night for a new bicycle. Then I 

realized that the Lord doesn‟t work that way so I stole one and asked 

Him to forgive me. 
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Seriously though, we do have some important things to talk about 

today, so let‟s get to it.   

 

First, it is clear that we are in a particularly tight spot right now. The 

economy is in shambles, drop-out rates among Hispanics and African 

Americans exceed 50%, obesity and diabetes rates among children are 

skyrocketing, and we continue to lose about 3 million acres of open 

space each year – and that‟s just for starters. 

 

Reminds me of something Woody Allen once said: "More than any time 

in history mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and 

utter hopelessness, the other to total extinction. Let us pray that we have 

the wisdom to choose correctly." 

 

And yet, once before we were able to change direction when found 

ourselves in a similarly tight spot. 

 

You see, 47 years ago, there too was something fundamentally wrong 

with the health of our nation.  We faced different challenges then – our 

air and water were fouled with industrial pollution and the incidence of 

cancer and asthma were rising. 

 

Then, seemingly out of nowhere, came an angel to illuminate a new 

path.  Her name was Rachel Carson and her scripture was called Silent 

Spring.   

 



 3 

This book, which for the first time linked the environment and human 

health, unleashed a tidal wave of grass roots activism that resulted in 

the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Endangered Species 

Act.  Today our air is cleaner, our water is clearer and we are beginning 

to take our stewardship role of our natural world seriously. 

 

47 year ago Rachel Carson ushered in the modern environmental 

movement and we are all better for it. 

 

Now, four and a half decades later, we face another crisis, and again it is 

related to human health and the environment.  And, just as we did in 

1962, we need another tidal wave to wash across America - one that will 

not crest until we have succeeded in launching a new movement in this 

country – a Bikes Belong movement – that will help to reconnect us to 

the would around us and will challenge us to take seriously our 

stewardship responsibilities for our most precious natural resource – 

our children.   

 

And that is what I want to speak with you about this morning – your 

role in helping to lead this new movement – in helping to bring a new 

story to the American people – a story of hope of hope and optimism, of 

land conservation, land use planning, and ultimately, of reconnecting 

with the land itself. 

 

Yet, reconnecting with nature means that there must be some nature 

left to reconnect to. 
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From the remote backwoods to lands near small towns, nature is 

shrinking: 35 acres here, 500 acres there.  The decline is so incremental 

it masks a crisis.  You wake up one morning and the forest you took for 

granted has bulldozers tearing up the trees.   

 

Across the country, more than 13 million acres of forests have been 

destroyed since 1992, with another 23 million projected to be lost in the 

next three decades. 

 

And 15 million acres of agricultural land have already been lost to 

housing development in just the last 5 years.   

 

And across the west, more than 25 million acres of open ranch land is at 

risk of residential development by 2020.   

 

The cumulative impact is staggering. 

 

From the family farms in New England to the open prairies of the 

Midwest to the mountain valleys of the west, we are losing the 

landscapes that for 200 years have shaped us as a nation and defined us 

as a people.  In our lifetime we are changing the very face of America. 

 

But of course America is changing in other ways as well. 

 

The most recent U. S. Census indicates that some time around the year 

2050, people of color in this country will outnumber the current white 
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majority.  And some time around that same period, a majority of 

Americans – 85% – will live in cities. 

 

These shifts, fundamental and profound, represent huge challenges as 

we attempt to maintain a connection to the land, and as we try to 

maintain a land base that we can be connected to.   

 

Even in the face of this recession, America is adding more than 2 million 

people every year, and with the population in the U. S. expected 

eventually to double to 600 million, these challenges are not going to 

subside.  How we plan for this growth, and how we incorporate nature - 

open space, trails, and bike paths - into our communities is of 

paramount importance.   

 

In recent years, smart growth has emerged as a powerful tool to direct 

and influence the pattern of land development.  Smart growth focuses 

holistically, strategically and systematically on the development needs of 

a community.  And it works.  But it is only half the picture.   

 

You see, even as more and more communities turn to smart growth for 

their planning, the rate of land consumption continues to rise, roads 

increasingly are choked and health indicators continue to decline. 

 

Why?  Because our haphazard, reactive approach to conservation does 

not help us prioritize our needs and focus our energies on the lands and 

resources of greatest value.   
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To protect the landscapes and waterways that sustain us, we need a new 

way of looking at ourselves and the land around us.  We need a 

systematic way of thinking about open space and transportation – one 

that is proactive and holistic.  To paraphrase Buckminster Fuller, we 

need to be architects of the future, not its victims. 

 

In other words, natural areas are not simply lands that have yet to be 

developed.  Parks are not simply beautiful places.  Working lands are 

not merely sites for producing food and fiber.  And trails are not just 

for hiking. 

 

These features form a natural tapestry that connects us to our outdoor 

heritage, to one another, and to the communities in which we live.  They 

are part of the infrastructure – the green infrastructure – of our 

communities.  They provide clear air, clean water, solutions to climate 

change, and opportunities for recreation and transportation that 

address head on some of the most pressing health challenges we face. 

 

The key word here is infrastructure.  By using the word infrastructure, 

we are reframing these natural systems and features from amenities, 

things that would be „nice to have‟, to necessities, things that we „must 

have‟. 

 

In essence, we are redefining open space - elevating it, as they have done 

in Copenhagen and Curitiba in Brazil, to the same level as other capital 

investments. 
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So, just as we carefully plan for and invest in our gray infrastructure – 

our roads, bridges and waterlines; we must invest in our green 

infrastructure – our forests, wetlands, greenways, and bike paths. 

 

Every day we are learning just how important this green infrastructure 

is.  

 

It took decades of severe flooding in Milwaukee for the city to begun 

buying up development rights on lands along the Milwaukee River that 

now serve as a giant sponge, absorbing flood waters before they reach 

downtown. 

 

And only after the devastation of hurricane Katrina, is Louisiana finally 

developing a credible plan to protect and restore the coastal wetlands 

that would have buffered the impact of the storm surge. 

 

If these communities had been using green infrastructure as their 

framework for making land use decisions, then perhaps they could have 

followed in the successful footsteps of New York City, which years ago, 

launched a plan to spend $1.4 billion to conserve land in the Catskills 

that protected its drinking water supply rather than spending $6 billion 

to build a new water treatment plant downstream. 

 

These are powerful examples of green infrastructure in action – 

demonstrating the importance of early investments in nature.  And not 

just any investments, but specifically public investments. 
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The American people, it seems to me, are increasingly clear about this.  

Across the country, in red states and blue, Americans have voted 

decisively to spend more money for natural areas, neighborhood parks 

and conservation in their communities - $30 billion over just the past 

five years.  Of 161 conservation ballot measures proposed during the 

last election cycle, 75% were approved by voters - a success rate that 

has held steady over the last five election cycles. 

 

Why? Because these measures unify us.  It‟s hard to be against new 

parks and trails, or to disagree with wanting to protect farms, forests 

and ranches from development.  What‟s more, voters have learned that 

these measures often provide local solutions to clean air and clean 

water, and provide a foundation for new, sustainable economies.   

  

And yet, our elected leaders too often seem to be on a different path.  

Never before have I seen a greater distance between what voters say is 

important to them and what our leaders, especially here in Washington, 

champion.  It is time we demanded more from our elected officials. 

 

For example, the Land and Water Conservation Fund has been under-

funded for years. The last administration gutted the federal side of the 

LWCF and repeatedly proposed permanently terminating the stateside 

of LWCF – an unacceptable outcome for a program that has provided 

more than $3.5 billion in matching grants to states and localities over 

the past 40 years, completing more than 40,000 projects that have 

established urban parks, created bike paths and trails and conserved 

more than 2.5 million acres of land. 
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But there is a new sheriff in town and he has signaled an upward trend 

for public investments in land and land use planning, and we need to 

make sure that he and the Congress recognize the importance of these 

funds to the American people. 

 

You have demonstrated your clout by helping to secure major funding 

through the Transportation Bill, but there are other opportunities for 

you to provide strong leadership as well. 

 

One in particular, The Federal Land Transaction Facilitation Act, or 

FLTFA, which expires in 2010, needs to be reauthorized – and you can 

make the difference. 

 

FLTFA uses a “land-for-land” concept, meaning that when BLM sells 

land identified for disposal, the revenue goes into protecting other 

critical tracts of land in order to make them available for public use.  

 

Over the last several years, the sale of excess public lands in 11 western 

states has generated over $100 million. 

 

In just one recent example, we used these funds to acquire a key tract 

that provides access to 35 miles of mountain biking trails in the Seven 

Springs/Cave Creek area at the Tonto National Forest, just 30 miles 

north of Phoenix.   
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Just as this property is the gateway to an entire network of trails, 

bicycles are a gateway to the world around us.   

 

Louis Helle said, “Bicycling is the nearest approximation I know to the 

flight of birds. The airplane simply carries a man on its back like an 

obedient Pegasus, it gives him no wings of his own.” 

 

Bicycles are essential if we are to continue to be a nation that values 

open space, a true sense of community, and the freedom to explore. 

 

And yet, even if we are successful in re-establishing land conservation as 

a national priority, we must ask whether future generations will be 

prepared to inherit and be good stewards of this land legacy we are 

setting aside today?   

 

Over the past 30 years, children of the digital age have become 

increasingly alienated from the natural world with disturbing 

implications, not only for their physical fitness, but also for their long-

term mental and spiritual health, and of course, for the environment. 

 

Young people who grow up without spending time in nature are much 

less likely to be strong champions of the environment when they reach 

voting age. Twenty or thirty years from now, we will have a generation 

of leaders in our public, private and nonprofits institutions who will be 

asked to make policy and budgetary decisions about forests and 

wetlands who have never seen a forest, or waded a stream. 
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We will have a generation deciding the value of open space and 

agriculture that has not seen an elk migrate, crops ripen, or simply 

gotten its hands dirty in the garden.  This is an untenable position. 

 

Young people today have access to an unprecedented array of media in 

their homes and in their bedrooms.  While opening up a wealth of 

“virtual” experiences to the young, these technologies have made it 

easier and easier for children to spend less time outside.  

 

Wall Street calls this progress. But if that‟s true, then Ogden Nash was 

right when he said, “Progress may have been a good thing at one time, 

but it went on a little too long.” 

 

We need to seek a little more balance – to move toward what 

entrepreneur and economist Paul Hawken calls a „developing economy‟ 

rather than focusing solely on growth.  A growing economy he says is 

getting bigger; a developing economy is getting better. 

 

Put another way, the market has its place, but the market needs to be 

kept in its place. 

 

Recently, I passed a giant billboard from IKEA that read “Kids, go play 

inside!”  What does it say about our priorities as a society when we 

choose to market clever furniture in place of clever kids?  When we will 

drive miles out of our way to buy free range chicken but are too busy or 

too scared to encourage free range children? 
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There is a dullness in our young people today because they have lost the 

spark that comes from interacting with the world around them.  It is 

time we reclaimed the higher ground. 

 

But how do we get there from here?   Martin Luther King said that the 

success of any social movement depends on its ability to “show a world 

where people will want to go.”  But where is that? 

 

You and I may want to go to the Boundary Waters of Minnesota or the 

canyons of Zion National Park.  But for a child in East Philadelphia, 

East St. Louis or East L. A., it may be someplace entirely different.   

 

In fact, it may be the abandoned lot next door -- New York City has 

over 47,000 vacant land parcels totaling thousands of acres.   

 

For decades, these have been considered liabilities, to be fenced off, 

avoided.  What a waste. Where is the vision, the creativity in that?   

 

Mark Twain said “you cannot depend on your eyes when your 

imagination is out of focus.”   

 

I prefer Agatha Christie‟s outlook better. 

 

You see, she was married to one of the preeminent archaeologists of her 

time.  Once when she was asked what‟s it like to be married to an 

archaeologist, she replied…”It‟s wonderful!  The older I get, the more 

interested he is in me!” 
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She was clever enough to see her age as an asset rather than a liability.   

And we need to be clever enough to recognize that New York City with 

its 47,000 abandoned lots has an amazing asset just waiting to be 

deployed. 

 

This brings up a central point in our efforts to reconnect children with 

nature.  As we become more of an urban nation, and as the 

demographics of our country continue to change, reconnecting children 

with nature will be less about bringing kids to nature, and more about 

bringing nature to the kids. 

 

Taking an inner city kid from Washington, D. C. to Yellowstone is a bit 

like sending her to the moon for a week.  It is too big a leap.  We need to 

bring nature to these kids in a way that makes sense to them.  Then, 

later, after they have developed a connection, a love for nature, we can 

make our way to Yellowstone. 

 

If we are to make nature relevant to the 85% of Americans who will live 

in cities, then we must recognize the value, not only of our national 

parks and wildlife refuges, but also of our neighborhood parks, wooded 

cul-de-sacs, and abandoned lots that have yet to be restored.   

 

For too long, we in the environmental movement have defined nature in 

terms of wildness, far away and pristine.  And the result is that nature 

has become a foreign country that we get to visit only once in a while.  

That will never do.   
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Nature must be nearby, accessible.  It must be returned to our day care 

centers, our schools and our communities.  We need to rethink our 

priorities and remake our culture – a tall order indeed. 

 

But, Daniel Burnham said “Make no little plans; they have no magic to 

stir men‟s blood”.   Restoring our connection to our natural world is no 

little plan, and we have little time to waste. 

 

Our own efforts began to take shape back in 2006 when we first hosted 

a conference on children and nature that drew some 500 people from 

around the country, representing educators, health-care experts, 

recreation companies, residential developers, urban planners, 

conservation organizations and academics.   

 

 

Now, out of this initial gathering, emerged the idea of an action-oriented 

national effort focused on reconnecting children with nature, and a year 

and a half ago, the National Forum on Children and Nature was born. 

 

The goals of the Forum were threefold: 

 

 First, to elevate this issue of reconnecting children with nature to 

the highest levels of our national consciousness  
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 Second, to connect the fast growing grass-roots side of this 

movement to some of the most powerful engines of American 

society – public, private and nonprofit 

 

 And third, to make real for every American – through nationally 

significant demonstration projects - ways that each of us can help 

reconnect children with nature - no matter where we live or what 

our station in life.  

 

The response to the Forum has been overwhelming.  Over the past year, 

we have heard from over 500 communities about work they are doing, 

or hope to do to reconnect children with nature, including the Safe 

Routes to School Partnership – one of the most exciting efforts 

anywhere in the United States… 

 

and the city of Pittsburgh where many of the region‟s schools are 

planning to outsource their physical education requirements to the local 

nonprofit recreation partners rather than incur the expense of 

establishing their own physical education facilities.  

 

The schools fulfill their mandated PE requirements and the outdoor 

partners get paid for taking the kids mountain biking, building new 

trails or paddling on the region‟s three rivers. 

 

These exciting efforts are now underway, but I don‟t need to remind 

you that it is time we brought some urgency to the task. 
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There are 20 million diabetics in this country today; there will be 40 

million in 2015; and, if we don‟t change course, 80 million in the year 

2050!   

 

Already, we spend $1.5 trillion each year on health care with 95% of 

that spent on direct medical service – and only 5% allocated to 

preventing disease and promoting health and a healthy lifestyle. 

 

The implications for the country are severe – from a health perspective, 

to the impact on local, state and national budgets, to corporate 

competitiveness, to the future of our magnificent land and water legacy.  

Sick people are less productive at work and do not recreate much 

outdoors.  We need to rethink our approach to wellness and health – 

nature as the 1
st
 prescription rather than the last. 

 

We know that patients in rooms with tree views have shorter 

hospitalizations and that children with ADHD who have access to 

natural areas are calmer and require less medication.   

 

And we know that the presence of trees outside apartment buildings in a 

public housing project in inner-city Chicago predicted better coping 

skills, less crime and less violence.  

 

And finally, we know that among children who play in paved over 

playgrounds, the leaders tend to be the most physically mature; while 

among children who play on green playgrounds, the leaders tend to be 

the most creative.  
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Remember, these are the future leaders of our country.  With all the 

complexity in the world today, from global warming, to free trade and 

immigration, to ethnic and religious intolerance, do we really believe we 

can lead based on strength alone?      

 

The demonstration projects of the National Forum on Children and 

Nature will, individually and collectively, be a most powerful platform 

for advocating for change- change in the products we make, the services 

we provide, the education we deliver and the communities we build.  

 

It is cultural change we are after.  It cannot be legislated or regulated.  

It has to be something we want to do – together, as a nation.    

 

All Americans care about these issues.  They may come to the table for 

different reasons, but they want a seat at the table.  And we need to set a 

place for them.  Poor people, people of color, people with disabilities, 

and others who have the least access to natural settings, and who may 

need it the most.  As a nation, we will be paid back many times over. 

 

My favorite lapel button says simply “The meek are getting ready.”  

Now I‟m not sure if the meek will inherit the earth, but I am sure young 

people will.  And you need to help them get ready. 

 

As much as anyone in America, this is your issue. You have the 

opportunity, the obligation, to lead.  Give people a platform, a place, a 

voice so that together, as a nation, we can speak powerfully about our 

needs, our hopes, our desires.   
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Conclusion: 

 

Now, I‟d like to leave you with a few final thoughts. 

 

As I travel across all 50 states of this great country, too often I witness a 

culture of confrontation, rather than collaboration.  Too often I am 

reminded of John Gardner‟s phrase “The war of the parts against the 

whole”.   

 

Over fears of liability, we post „No Running‟ signs in county parks. 

 

Over fears that our children may encounter a sociopath, we encourage 

sedentary, anti-social behavior by allowing our kids to spend hours in 

front of an electronic screen. 

 

And over fears of nature itself, we quarantine kids under virtual house 

arrest, thereby ensuring that they too will fear the very thing they need 

the most. 

 

For tens of thousands of years, kids went outside and played in nature, 

and we are reversing that in a matter of decades.  The area beyond 

which children are free to roam has shrunk by 89% in the past 20 years. 

 

It simply doesn‟t add up.   

 

We need a Children‟s Bill of Rights that is explicit about the freedom to 

explore and improvise, about the right to experience nature in a 
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meaningful way.  If the world of our future, with all its complexity, will 

demand people who are able to understand and adapt, who have 

creativity and compassion, can we afford anything less? 

 

In the Declaration of Independence, it says: “We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 

Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 

 

Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  With all we know about the 

benefits of nature to children‟s health, cognitive ability and 

socialization, shouldn‟t access to nature be an unalienable right? 

 

Christopher Reeve, the actor, had on the wall of his room when he was 

in rehab a picture of the space shuttle blasting off, autographed by 

every astronaut then at NASA.  On top of the picture it said “We found 

nothing is impossible”. 

 

And Reeve said, “That should be our motto.  Not a Democratic motto, 

not a Republican motto, but an American motto.  Because it‟s not 

something one party can do alone.  It‟s something we as a nation must 

do together. 

 

So many of our dreams at first seem impossible.  Then they seem 

improbable. And then, when we summon the will, they soon become 

inevitable.” 
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H. G. Wells said, “Every time I see an adult on a bicycle, I no longer 

despair for the future of the human race.”     

 

Bike lanes, bike trails, green infrastructure, safe routes to school - it is 

time we began to speak of these things as if they are not only possible, 

but inevitable. 

 

Soon, you will be heading up on the Hill to push, prod, and cajole.  And 

your timing is perfect. We have a window of opportunity when the 

issues of children‟s health, land conservation and infrastructure 

investments all are coming together. 

 

But to be successful, we must work together, focus our energy, speak 

with clarity, and above all, be strengthened by the words of Victor Hugo 

who said “Stronger than all armies is an idea whose time has come.”   

 

Thank you for all that you are doing, and all that I know you will 

continue to do. 

 

Saving a generation is not a spectator sport, and I am glad that all of 

you are firmly in the game. 


