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Remarks by NRCM Executive Director Justin Strasburger at 2026 Protecting What We Love, 
September 17, 2026, Freeport 

Good evening, everyone. 

Thank you for being here. 

And thank you for everything you have done, in ways both large and small, to protect what we love 
about Maine. 

Before we continue, please allow me to acknowledge that we are gathered this evening on unceded 
Wabanaki territory, lands that have been stewarded for millennia by the Houlton Band of Maliseet 
Indians, Mi'kmaq Nation, Penobscot Nation, and Passamaquoddy Tribe. 

But a land acknowledgment alone is not enough. It is only a beginning. It is a recognition of the 
painful and ongoing legacy of colonization and the dispossession of Wabanaki homelands, and a 
reminder that these words must be paired with action. 

At NRCM, we are committed to using our voice, resources, and influence to support Wabanaki 
Nations in their ongoing work to secure recognition of their inherent sovereignty and self-
determination. Because when the Wabanaki thrive, we all thrive. 

I'd also like to thank Wolfe's Neck Center for hosting us in this remarkable place, and thank all of 
our award recipients, sponsors, volunteers, board members, staff, and supporters who helped 
make tonight possible. 

As I was thinking about tonight and the title of this event, I kept coming back to three simple words: 

Protecting. We. Love. 

The more I reflected on them, the more I realized those three words tell the story not only of this 
gathering, but of NRCM itself. 

Let's start with love. 

When people think about environmental advocacy, they often think about science, policy, 
legislation, and regulations. 

And those things matter. They are essential to our work. 

But when I think about what brings people into this movement in the first place, I don't think it's 
policy. 

I think it's love. 

Love for a lake. 

A river. 

A mountain. 
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A stretch of coastline. 

A working waterfront. 

A family farm. 

A favorite trail. 

Or simply a deep appreciation for the place we call home. 

This summer, my two boys spent several weeks right here at Farm Camp. They came home covered 
in dirt, full of stories, and excited to tell us what they'd learned. As a parent, it was wonderful to 
watch them begin developing their own connection to the land and natural world around them. 

Because that's where stewardship begins. 

People protect what they love. 

And that brings me to the second word. 

We. 

I've now been in this role for about five months, and one of the greatest privileges of these first 
months has been listening. 

I've met with members, supporters, partners, elected officials, business leaders, and community 
members from across Maine. 

And while their perspectives may differ, I've heard something remarkably consistent: 

People care deeply about this place. 

What has struck me most is the depth and breadth of the community that powers this work. 

Last year alone, more than 6,500 people participated in 111 NRCM events across 13 counties. 
Thousands more took action online, attended hearings, contacted legislators, submitted comments, 
and spoke up for the places and values they care about.  

Those numbers matter. 

Not because of the numbers themselves. 

But because behind every one of them is a person. 

Someone who made time after work to attend a meeting. 

Someone who spent a Saturday on a trail. 

Someone who spoke up for a favorite place. 

Someone who made a gift. 

Someone who raised their hand and said, "I want to help." 
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That is how change happens. 

Conservation has never been the work of one person. 

It has never been the work of one organization. 

It has always been the work of people coming together around a shared purpose. 

Nearly seventy years ago, the people who came together to protect the Allagash came from 
different communities, different backgrounds, and different walks of life. They didn't agree on 
everything. But they shared a conviction that some places were too important to lose. 

This year marks the 60th anniversary of the protection of the Allagash Wilderness Waterway. 

Sixty years later, it's easy to take that victory for granted. 

But we shouldn't. 

The Allagash exists as we know it today because people cared enough to act. They organized. They 
advocated. They persisted. They transformed a shared love for a place into lasting protection. 

And what I find most inspiring is that they weren't just thinking about themselves. 

They were thinking about future generations. 

They were thinking about us. 

That's the essence of conservation. 

Leaving something better than you found it. 

Building something that lasts. 

Planting seeds whose benefits may not be fully realized for years to come. 

That spirit is still alive today. 

It's reflected in our award recipients. 

It's reflected in our members and supporters. 

And it's reflected in every person in this room. 

Which brings me to the first word. 

Protecting. 

People sometimes think environmental advocacy is primarily about opposing change. 

But after five months of listening, I've come to see our role differently. 

Maine has never been a place that stands still. 

Our communities evolve. 
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Our economy evolves. 

Our technology evolves. 

And our climate is changing. 

The question isn't whether Maine will change. 

It will. 

The question is whether we will help shape that change in ways that strengthen the places, 
communities, and values that make Maine special. 

That's where NRCM comes in. 

For nearly seventy years, Mainers have trusted NRCM to help navigate moments like this. 

In just a few months, Maine will elect a new Governor. We'll welcome one of the largest turnovers 
in the Legislature in a generation. New leaders will take office. New priorities will emerge. New 
debates will begin. 

But while the political landscape changes, our mission does not. 

We will continue to do what we've always done. 

We listen. 

We connect with people across Maine to understand what matters most. 

We identify practical solutions grounded in science and informed by real-world experience. 

We analyze both the opportunities and the challenges before us. 

And then we help turn those solutions into reality by mobilizing people to take action. 

That's what leadership looks like. 

And we've seen what that approach can accomplish. 

From the Allagash to the Bigelows; to the Kennebec and Penobscot Rivers; and on and on; we’ve 
made history time and again. 

Just this past year, we helped secure permanent funding for Land for Maine's Future,  the most 
successful conservation programs in our state's history. 

In the first year of the Maine Trails Bond that so many of you helped us pass, $7.5 million was 
awarded to 44 trail projects, benefiting communities across our state. 

BEP/NECEC insert 

Those successes matter. 

But what matters even more is what they demonstrate. 
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They demonstrate that progress is possible. 

That practical solutions exist. 

And that when people come together around a shared vision, meaningful change can happen. 

As NRCM prepares for a new strategic planning process, I find myself genuinely excited about 
what's ahead. 

Not because the challenges before us aren't significant. 

They are. 

But because I know who is standing alongside us. 

I know the strength of this community. 

I know the passion, expertise, generosity, and commitment represented in this room. 

And I know what is possible when people who love Maine come together around a shared purpose. 

So tonight, above all else, I feel grateful. 

Grateful for those who came before us and laid the foundation for this work. 

Grateful for our award recipients and the example they set. 

Grateful for our members and partners who stand with us. 

Grateful for our staff and board who dedicate themselves to this mission every day. 

And grateful for each of you. 

Because protecting what we love isn't about standing still. 

It’s about building a future worthy of this extraordinary place we call home. 

And when I look around this room tonight, I have never been more confident in our ability to do 
exactly that. 

Thank you for your partnership. 

Thank you for your leadership. 

Thank you for your generosity. 

And thank you for protecting what we love. 


