
2025 YEAR
IN REVIEW

Restoration and Resistance: Small But Mighty Staff Finds Opening for Progress

For everyone concerned with democracy, social progress, or the environment, 2025 has been a 

rough ride. In DC, we’ve been on the front lines of the administration’s attacks on Home Rule, 

Black history and culture, law enforcement reform, and environmental protection. Faced with 

the federal government's intentional sabotage of the DC area economy, the Mayor and Council 

made deep cuts to social and environmental programs, yet managed to fund a new football 

stadium and other corporate subsidies. 

Ward 8 Woods, fortunately, is positioned to weather this storm: we are small, with low overhead, 

and we never received federal funds. Our work remains concrete, measurable, and hyperlocal. 

As the de facto caretakers for more than a thousand acres of forest in DC’s most marginalized 

neighborhoods, we offer an antidote to neglect, indifference, and fatalism. A walk through the 

woods can help put the madness of human affairs in perspective. In a year of chaos and 

befuddlement, we take action that is clear and unambiguously good. 

With your support, our small but mighty staff is 

healing the land and empowering people in a 

host of ways. Every week, they’re cleaning up 

trash, cutting back invasive species, introducing 

students to nature in their own neighborhoods, 

and advocating for a greener city. 

Thanks to you, they receive the fair wages, 

consistent hours, and helpful benefits they 

deserve. These are their stories.
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Nigel Brake: The Face of Ward 8 Woods

Nigel Brake became our second full-time employee in August 

2024, when he took over day-to-day supervision of Park Stewards 

from Nathan Harrington, who led the program since starting it in 

2018. The change was overdue: Nathan’s capacity for his other 

duties as Executive Director was dwindling. Now he has more 

bandwidth for the important tasks of program development, 

partnerships, advocacy, grant-seeking, and fundraising. 

Nigel’s leadership has raised the bar on an already successful Stewards program. In addition to training 

as a team, with his support, Park Stewards are choosing and completing individualized training programs 

to advance their careers beyond Ward 8 Woods. Nigel’s outgoing personality and community ties have 

also made him the face of Ward 8 Woods on the streets and in the woods. 

“I enjoy being a contributor to empowering people and healing the land. I live in Ward 8 and it gives me 

pride to make a difference and show my children what caring for your community looks like…Ward 8 

Woods, to me, is a  collective of people from all walks of life coming together and utilizing each other's 

talents and visions to  accomplish something beautiful.”

Volunteers on the Scene

Word has slowly gotten out about volunteering with Ward 8 Woods. High schools (like Gonzaga), college 

clubs (like GWU’s Environmental Justice Action Network and Howard’s Jewels, Inc.), and corporations 

(like EY and Thomson Reuters) have all made it an annual tradition to pull trash from the woods of the 

southside.

Volunteers at our monthly 

public events have kept the 

streets along Shepherd 

Parkway and Suitland 

Parkway clean, while 

additional private groups 

tackled legacy trash in areas 

including stream valleys of 

Barnaby Run, across the line 

in Oxon Hill, Maryland.



Vondre Walston: Outreach for a Trash Free DC 

After six years of fighting littering and dumping in Ward 8, we’re taking our 

successful interventions citywide. Vondre Walston became our third full-

time employee last summer, hired to run the Trash Free DC campaign 

through a major grant from DC Department of Energy and Environment.

For Trash Free DC, we’re commissioning artwork from creators in high-litter 

neighborhoods in Wards 1, 5, and 7.  One of our plan’s more experimental 

and slightly zany interventions is also sure to create buzz: The Litter Can 

Lotto game will award gift cards to residents randomly “caught” disposing 

of their trash properly.

Vondre has become a known presence at community meetings 

and events around Ward 8 and has been a visible spokesperson 

for the bottle bill campaign, with his interview from a boat on the 

Anacostia River appearing on local TV and in print news. He 

replaces long-term part-time Outreach Coordinator Keith Jones, 

who after a successful run on staff will be joining our Board.

Board Transitions 

Ward 8 Woods has been lucky to grow with guidance and encouragement from a dedicated Board of 

Directors. We began in 2018 with five Board members, all of whom found us because they lived or worked 

adjacent to woods in Ward 8.

Six years later, three of these founding members - Mona Rayside, Calvin Reid, and Eric Johnson - are 

ending their service. Their wisdom has been indispensable to our growth as a community organization 

focused on conditions on the ground.

 In anticipation of their departure and in a bid to expand our 

number, we’ve recruited four dynamic new members: Joy 

Douglas, Meera Gajjar, Hung Trong, and Keith Jones. All started 

as volunteers or, in Keith’s case, staff, and are now lending their 

skills and expertise in education, law, and urban planning to 

the effectiveness of Ward 8 Woods. 



Christopher and Shockey: Our Longest Serving Park Stewards

When Christopher Williams and Shockey Taylor were hired among the first Park 

Stewards in 2018, the terms “covid,” “chat GPT” and “brat summer”  had no 

meaning. Pay was $17 an hour, we had no truck, and funding was secured only 

through the end of the year. 

We’ve come a long way since, and Chris and Shockey have been there for most of 

it, clocking more hours for W8W than anyone but Nathan. He’s made more than 

100 trips up the 3rd St. tunnel and North Capitol St. to Ft. Totten dump and back, 

hauling an estimated 200 tons of waste.

As Chris begins new job in school security, he reflects on this time at W8W: 

“Working with Ward 8 Woods, you learn about different plans, different trees…

I’ve noticed how the areas we go to just look better. We leave our signs to let 

people know that we’re putting hard work into cleaning, so they aren’t as dirty 

as they were when we first started. With more resources we come more often 

so it doesn’t have a chance to pile up…You can learn a lot from Ward 8 Woods, 

great experiences. The hard work pays off.”

Forest-Based Learning Takes Root in Ward 8

Our newest program connects Ward 8 youth to the land around them and promotes environmental ethics 

that will last a lifetime. Amid budget cuts and growing gaps in environmental education in DC schools, we 

offer something unique: immersive nature experiences in students’ own neighborhoods with no need for 

bus transportation and at no cost to schools or families.  

In 2025, our spring and fall pilot programs engaged students in the 

afternoon program at the Merrick Center, where a forest hilltop 

behind the building serves as an outdoor classroom to examine soil, 

trees, and animals. In 2026, we’ll begin serving additional schools, 

hosting field trips in forested areas within walking distance of their 

grounds across greater Ward 8, with lessons tailored to season, grade 

level, and curriculum. 



Advocacy: Confronting Authoritarianism, Austerity, and Corporate Influence 

The advocacy of Ward 8 Woods staff carries weight because it comes direct from the front lines - 

sometimes literally. 

When we perform maintenance work that the government should do but doesn’t, we have credibility to 

push for better services. When we pull millions of bottles from streams and parks, people listen to our 

call for a bottle deposit law to fix the economics of trash. When we spend our days in the woods, 

lawmakers recognize our expertise.

Even so, we sometimes face tough losses. The livelihoods of our Park Stewards are threatened by budget 

cuts, so we hoped DC Council members would take note when they pleaded for job security during 

budget hearings this summer. We were bitterly disappointed to see environmental grant programs 

gutted, costing Ward 8 Woods $60,000 in funding. 

 A few weeks later, Ward 8 Woods joined other watchdogs in calling on the Mayor and Council to use their 

leverage to negotiate a better RFK Stadium development deal. We were disappointed when they 

approved billions in subsidies with few guarantees on housing production, waste reduction, tree 

preservation, or sustainable energy. 

The pending bottle bill poses a new opportunity; it’s backed by a more unified coalition than ever before 

but faces predictable opposition from interests that profit from proliferating single-use waste. In 

response, we’re amplifying the voices of residents who would benefit from the bill’s incentive structure 

and income-generating opportunities.

 We have also made our voices heard on national issues. We stood in solidarity with federal workers as 

they marched against Trump’s “take-over” of DC and declined offers of trash pick-up assistance from the 

National Guard. In all these efforts, we are guided by a commitment to racial, economic, and 

environmental justice embodied in our motto: healing the land, empowering people.



From Our Supporters: Why We Give

“I can’t fully express how much of an impact the cleanup at Ward 8 Woods had on my students. The experience 

was truly eye-opening.” - J-Min Jackson, Let’s Go Boys and Girls

“I have been greatly inspired by the Ward 8 Woods initiative since its inception. It is a true grassroots movement 

that cares for our local green spaces, as well as the employees and volunteers who dedicate their time and effort. 

These are the kinds of works that make our world a better place.”  - Wendy Augustine, Donor

“Kudos to you and all environmental warriors fighting the big fight for communities in Washington, DC. Lord knows 

I can't do this without you!”  -Dolly Davis, Pope Branch Park Restoration Alliance

Like what you’re reading? Please chip in.

This time of year, we all are inundated with appeals 

from worthy organizations each facing this historical 

moment in its own way. If you’ve read this far, I hope 

we’ve earned your support for our effort to make our 

little corner of the world a bit better. 

What’s the impact of my donation?

The more funds we receive from supporters like you, 

the more Washingtonians we can serve in our Park 

Stewards program. Your donated dollars circulate 

through the local economy, sustaining families as we 

provide income and career training to people often 

excluded from the job market.

We need to raise $60,000 by year end to replace DC 

government funds we’ve lost and expand our forest-

based learning program. To get there, we need 

everyone, and no amount is too large or too small.

You’ll notice that Ward 8 Woods doesn’t ask for money 

as often as some other groups. We have high regard for 

our supporters and feel no need to fill your inbox with 

constant appeals.

This approach works only because folks 

respond enthusiastically on the rare occasions 

we do ask. We’re asking now.

Please give online now at 

ward8woods.org/donate, or mail your check to: 

Ward 8 Woods Conservancy

3214 11th Place SE

Washington, DC 20032

(In addition to cash gifts, we can accept gifts 

from stock holdings, retirement accounts, and 

Donor Advised Funds.)

From all of us at Ward 8 Woods, we wish you 

community, health and justice in 2026.

Nathan Harrington

Executive Director


