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The third forum of the Ethics Center’s Silent Spring Series provided an overview of the environmental 

problems that are affecting the environment both locally in San Diego and in the world. It featured 
presentations by Jill Witkowski, Waterkeeper for San Diego Coastkeeper, and Dr. James Nieh, Professor of 
Ecology, Behavior and Evolution at UC San Diego. 
 

Witkowski, who is the former Deputy Director of the Tulane Environmental Law Clinic, introduced 
numerous environmental problems that are affecting San Diego bay sites and suggested actions that San 
Diego residents can take to mitigate the damage. According to Witkowski, several factors have contributed to 
detrimental changes to the ecosystems and contamination in the bay sites. One cause is the use of the 
insecticide diazinon, used to kill water fleas, and pyrethroid, a common household pesticide. After a rain 
shower or whenever a lawn is watered, run-off containing these chemicals are washed into bays. Large 
amounts of these chemicals have been found in San Diego bays, like Chollas Creek. Like all toxins, these 
pesticides have harmful effects on everything with which they come into contact: the water, sediment, plants, 
soil, and people who breathe the airborne particulates from these pesticides.  

 
Witkowski explained that, in areas like San Diego, one of the most prevalent causes of water 

contamination and environmental damage comes from “urban drool,” the aftereffects of overwatering lawns, 
malfunctioning sprinklers, and heedless car washes. Though it may appear to be a small problem, the 
culmination of irresponsible household behaviors have created large-scale environmental problems in San 
Diego. 



 
But just as it is easy for seemingly harmless household practices to escalate into devastating 

environmental damages, it is also easy to resolve some of these problems, like urban drool. Witkowski 
presented options that the community could take to mitigate these harms: pick up after dogs, avoid fertilizing 
before rain showers, and soak up oil with cat litter. Witkowski explained that small actions like these can make 
far-reaching changes in the environment. 

 
Dr. Nieh, who performs research on honeybees at UC San Diego, identified another prominent 

environmental problem that has become increasingly serious: Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD). In 2010-2011, 
winter colony losses amounted to nearly 30%. The loss of bee colonies has had a highly detrimental effect on 
crop-harvesting in the US. For example, 1.5 million colonies are needed to pollinate almond crops every year.  

 
CCD occurs because 70-80% of colonies interact with one another in a single location to pollinate 

crops. As a result, diseases that arise from neonicotinoid pesticides quickly spread among the colonies. Several 
pesticides are responsible for causing bee death, affecting bee learning and mental health and their ability to 
migrate home. Pyrethroid, a chemical in pesticides used to improve food production, is so toxic that it spreads 
to all tissues and cells of the structure of the plant. When bees drink the nectar of a plant, they drink the toxin 
and concentrate it in the honey. When this happens repeatedly, the amount of pesticides in the honey 
multiplies. 

Nieh explained that bees are also more susceptible to the toxins in pesticides because they need salt 
and are attracted to muddy irrigation water, where pesticides exist in high concentrations. If ingredients like 
potassium were put in the irrigation water that would prevent bees from liking it, it would prevent bees from 
ingesting it. 

 
Nieh emphasized that educating people in the community about the dangers of CCD is essential in 

solving the problem. In addition to operating his research lab, Nieh also has an online program called “The 
Teaching Bee” for younger students to learn about the ecology and behavior of honey bees. Together, through 
knowledge and changes in social practices, we can alleviate the severity of some of these problems. 
 
“The Teaching Bee”: http://labs.biology.ucsd.edu/nieh/TeachingBee/teachingbee.htm 
Nieh Lab: http://labs.biology.ucsd.edu/nieh/index.html 
San Diego Coastkeeper: http://www.sdcoastkeeper.org/ 
 

http://labs.biology.ucsd.edu/nieh/TeachingBee/teachingbee.htm
http://labs.biology.ucsd.edu/nieh/index.html
http://www.sdcoastkeeper.org/

