eco
WARRIORS

A look at five Laguna Beach locals who are using their time and talents to
inspire environmental change. By Michelle Panik | Photos by Challenge Roddie

Laguna Beach has been going “green” long before this
adjective became a hot marketing buzzword.
Maybe it’s the city’s beaches and hills that bring citizens close
to nature. Perhaps it’s Laguna’s free-spirited attitude that compels
residents to support environmental causes in which they believe. Or
maybe it’s simply because the weather’s too good to not be outside
enjoying and appreciating the natural playground.
Whatever the cause, Laguna Beach is established as a forward-thinking, eco-conscious city. And while there are many Laguna residents
working all over to help the environment, here are introductions to
five eco warriors who are changing our landscape—both physically
and ideologically—for the better.
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CHIP McDERMOTT:

Cleaning up
the Streets
Zero Trash Laguna began with founder Chip
McDermott watching people. From his office
overlooking Coast Highway, he would see pedestrians look for receptacles to deposit trash into.
Unable to find one, sometimes they would resort
to littering.
“I didn’t think it was proper for any town,” Chip
says, “let alone Laguna.” So in 2007, he put a
petition in local stores, asking for more public
trashcans, recycle bins and ash urns along Coast
Highway. A thousand people signed it.
Thanks to a groundswell of public support,
Zero Trash Laguna has been holding “1st Saturday” cleanups since November 2007. On the
first Saturday of every month, community members gather at storefronts, grab a bag and handsfree “trash picker,” and rid the surrounding
streets of trash. After the cleanup, these businesses offer discounts to volunteers.
Zero Trash’s movement has expanded outside
of Laguna Beach to Newport Beach, Dana Point,
and—most recently—Chico and La Jolla.
“As the Surfrider Foundation is to the beaches,”
Chip says of the organization that protects the
ocean and coasts, “I’d like Zero Trash to be to
the streets and inland areas.”
Zero Trash Laguna’s “1st Saturday” cleanups
attract everyone from families to high school
groups to Brownie troops. Cigarette butts are
the number one item picked up. “I don’t have
a problem with smokers. I just think they should
look for ash urns,” Chip says.
And this is the second part of Zero Trash
Laguna’s efforts: upgrading the public infrastructure to give pedestrians a place to dispose
of cigarettes or other trash. By working with the
city, Zero Trash has helped install 20 three-tiered
trashcans (which have compartments for trash,
plastic bottles and cigarette butts) downtown.
And about 30 new trashcans are now on Laguna’s
portion of Coast Highway.
“People have come to see trash as normal,”
Chips says. “But it isn’t. We all should have perfectly clean streets to walk around on.”
More info: zerotrashlaguna.org.
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CHRIS PRELITZ:

Building a
Renewable Future
In his keynote speech to the U.S. Green Building Council, Chris Prelitz told the audience something they might not have wanted to hear: Despite
the group’s innovative work, North America’s most
sustainable building is the 1,000-year-old Taos
Pueblo. Without electrical, water, or gas lines, it
manages to stay comfortable year-round. Its success lies in the way its local environment was considered during its original design.
And this is what defines Chris’ work as a green
consultant: using science and practicality to meet
our energy needs. Chief among his many endeavors is Prelitz and Partners, a design-build company that helps create energy-efficient buildings.
“I love doing dark green projects that people
say can’t be done here,” Chris says.
Chris also founded Transition Laguna, which
advocates for local sustainability. Recently, he
helped “green” the Laguna Beach Community &
Susi Q Senior Center. “The original design was
touted as ‘green,’ yet it was proposed with no
opening windows or skylights—even though it
was one block from the beach,” he says.
“Meetings were held with Mayor Toni Iseman
(who understood the importance), myself, the
architects and the city manager. The end result
is that our community center now has proper overhangs, with opening windows and skylights so that
it can be comfortable and usable in a power outage situation, as well as saving cash and carbon
by using less electricity. Numerous other green
features were also added, including exterior siding
made from recycled newspaper and cement—no
termites or dry rot, and it needs far less maintenance and painting ... plus it’s fireproof.”
Chris’ next goal is to raise awareness about the
problems of fresh water and peak oil. He also educates through his book “Green Made Easy,” which
gives tips for lessening our negative impact on the
environment. Replacing three conventional light
bulbs with LED bulbs, for example, will reap the
same energy savings as one solar panel.
But his environmental interests aren’t solely
global. Chris is president and spokesman for
the OC Green Chamber. And as chair of Laguna
Beach’s Environmental Committee and a member of the city’s Complete Streets Task Force,
he’s working to improve bicycle access.
A 25-year resident of Laguna Beach, Chris
says that the city, “is a really unique microclimate with the ocean, greenbelt and—for me—a
high level of social consciousness.”
More info: prelitz.com.
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JAMES PRIBRAM:

Riding a Wave
of Awareness
James Pribram started surfing because he
wanted to be better than his older brother,
John. With a little bit of sibling rivalry and
brotherly advice, James won the high school
state championship. By age 18, he was on
the pro circuit. James was traveling the world
alongside his surfing heroes Tom Curran and
Martin Potter, and competing on the planet’s
best surf breaks.
But a MRSA staph infection in 1997 forever
changed James’ view of the world he’d traveled
so extensively. He contracted the bacteria—
which is resistant to nearly all antibiotics—in a
cut received while giving a surf lesson at Doheny
State Beach. A couple hours later, James was in
an emergency room hooked up to IV antibiotics. The administering doctor told him that, left
untreated, he could’ve died within eight hours.
This scare motivated James to sit on Laguna’s
Water Quality Committee and Environmental
Committee. Then in 2006, the surfing lifestyle and
apparel company, Ocean Pacific (OP), approached
him about becoming a surfing ambassador on a
new activism endeavor, and the Eco-Warrior Project was born.
Now independent from OP, James leads the
Eco Warrior Project forward by bringing awareness to waterway concerns around the world.
He traveled to Chile to draw attention to the
construction of a pulp mill that would dump
waste into the ocean. In Japan, he pressured
fishermen to stop the annual slaughter of pilot
whales. He even helped Chicagoans lift a ban
on surfing in Lake Michigan.
The Eco-Warrior Project is now filing paperwork to become a nonprofit. A documentary, a
coffee table book and a licensing agreement for
Eco-Warrior clothing are also in the works.
When not protecting oceans and waterways,
James—who’s a Laguna Beach native—is surfing the break at Pearl Street.
“I’ve been all over the world and nothing
compares to Laguna Beach,” he says. “The
tight-knit community, the color of the ocean
and the natural beauty are unmatched.”
Because of his role as eco educator, James
often receives letters from youth eager to help.
“If you care about something,” he says, “you
get involved and you never know where it might
take you.”
For James, it’s taken him from surfing breaks
around the world to protecting them.
More info: ecowarriorsurf.com.
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BRAD WOOD:
“OUR GOALS ARE TO
ENGAGE, EDUCATE
AND ENLIGHTEN,”
—BRAD WOOD

BRAD WOOD (SECOND FROM LEFT) WITH TRANSITION LAGUNA GARDEN VOLUNTEERS.
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Transitioning Into
the Future
If you believe in the maxim “think globally, act
locally,” then Transition Laguna wants to hear
from you. The transition movement originated in
Ireland and is working to solve the problems of
peak oil—the point in time after which the world’s
petroleum supply begins to dwindle—and climate
change, one community at a time. The goal of
each transition town is to reduce or eliminate their
dependence on fossil fuels. There are more than
300 worldwide transition initiatives and more
than 70 in the United States. Laguna Beach was
the 10th domestic city to join the movement.
“I always tell people I’m not green but I’m trying,” says Brad Wood, who’s been a core team
member of Transition Laguna for two years.
Brad took up the movement at the urging of
another team member. Transition Laguna’s true
importance, Brad says, is its community-oriented
approach to solving global issues. “If we can’t
improve our city, we can’t improve our county,
and we can’t improve our state,” he says. “Every
little thing we can do is beneficial.”
For a healthier community that also treads
lightly on Mother Nature, residents are encouraged to participate in local gardens, which Transition Laguna helps implement. And because
change can be hard, Transition Laguna supports
people as they adapt to a socially aware lifestyle.
Transition Laguna has a primary, egalitarian
group of 12 team members, but its core lies in
the wider community, which has shown enthusiastic interest in the group’s various projects that
are all aimed at living sustainably.
As a partner and the head of business development for Modhabitat, Brad is also promoting
eco-conscious communities by delivering sustainable, recyclable and energy-efficient structures. It’s a project Brad got interested in on
whim, while representing Modern Studio Furnishings at the Dwell on Design international
home and design show in Los Angeles. There,
he met the owner of Unique Structural Systems,
which licenses its modular aluminum building
systems to other companies. Brad partnered
with Modern Studio Furnishings to use and sell
Unique Structural Systems’ technology, and
Modhabitat began.
Becoming responsible stewards of our environment—which requires creative, practical and
economical solutions—won’t happen quickly. But
with the help of neighbors, Transition Laguna is
making the switch possible.
More info: transitionlaguna.org.

MICHAEL PINTO:

Keeping it
Wild
Michael Pinto wants to let things be.
“Ecopsychology says that the quality of the
environment is very important to your psychological health,” he explains. “And that open
space is particularly important.”
Which is why, when the opportunity arose to
save Laguna Canyon from a housing development
in 1990, this retired social studies teacher cochaired a $20 million bond measure to provide
a down payment for the land. After the measure’s
wildly successful passage by almost 80 percent,
the group realized they’d actually need $78 million to buy all the land from the Irvine Company.
In 1991, the Laguna Canyon Foundation was born
as a nonprofit to preserve and protect this land.
As founding board chairman, Michael and his
team worked with the city, the state, the Irvine
Company and other agencies to raise money for the
first four of its five requisite payments. However, it
wasn’t able to come up with the money for the fifth
payment—which was a huge disappointment until
the Irvine Company announced that they’d give the
remaining land to the Laguna Canyon Foundation.
Michael says he doesn’t know why the Irvine
Company decided to make such a tremendous
donation, but he acknowledges that the foundation has always tried to reach a consensus in
a positive way.
“Over the years, we’d built up a good reputation
as an organization that could work with all sides,”
Michael comments. “We never said the environmentalists are right and the developers are wrong.”
With the land saved, the Laguna Canyon Foundation’s goals shifted, and it has since developed
docent and education programs and opened the
James and Rosemary Nix Nature Center.
Michael retired as board chairman in May 2010,
but still serves as chairman emeritus. He is also
vice chairman for the Orange County Great Park
Corporation and founding trustee emeritus for the
Laguna Beach Community Foundation. Michael
now divides his time between Laguna Beach and
his Julian ranch in northeastern San Diego County,
where he remains dedicated to nature and education. Michael and his wife are setting up a retreat
within their ranch that nonprofits can use for free.
Michael is also involved with the Volcan Mountain Preserve Foundation, which is acquiring and
preserving the land on the 5,000-foot mountain.
By drawing from his experience at the Laguna
Canyon Foundation, he is helping to let another
wild place just be.
More info: lagunacanyon.org. LBM
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