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Brief Bio
Hometown: Baltimore, Maryland

Current Home: Chapel Hill, North Carolina
Grandparents’ Homes: Chester, South Carolina & Indianapolis, Indiana 
(Maternal); Fuquay-Varina, North Carolina & Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
(Paternal)
• B.S. Biology - Howard University

Cooperative Behavior of the Eastern Grey Squirrel in an Urban 
Environment

• M.S. Wildlife & Fisheries Sciences - Texas A&M University (College 
of Agriculture & Life Sciences)
Leadership & Management of Wildlife Reintroduction Programs: Case 
Study of the Reintroduction of the White-tailed Sea Eagle to Scotland

• Ph.D. Environment - Duke University (Nicholas School of the 
Environment)
Conservation in the Human Landscape (Best Practices in Disrupting 
Human-Predator Conflict in the Maasai Mara, Kenya & The Impact of 
Mechanisms on the Efficacy of Financial Transfers in Donor-Based 
Biodiversity Conservation)

• Previous Conservation NGO experience: Parks & People Foundation; 
Student Conservation Association; The Wildlife Society, Consortium for 
Ocean Leadership; The Wilderness Society

African American [Atlantic Creole: Kimbundu (Angola), Unknown 
Tribes (Mali), Unknown Tribes (Senegambia) & Anglo-Saxon (England, 
Scotland)] & Ohio Saponi [blended ancestry Yesàh peoples who 
migrated from 1806 – 1860 to the Okahuk Amai]



Land Acknowledgement
I’m based in Chapel Hill, in the Piedmont Plateau of eastern-central North 
Carolina. Chapel Hill is a settler town founded in 1793 on a topographic 
rise just above a northern branch of the Cape Fear River watershed, behind 
the Fall Line (the transition point) that delineates the Piedmont Plateau 
from the Atlantic Coastal Plain, historically demarcating Algonquian 
ancestral lands to the east from the Eastern Siouan Amá̡:inausí̡ka: (or 
"Amanishuck"; the Piedmont Plateau), and Iroquioan lands to the west. 

The Amanishuck is part of the larger Monascane, the indigenous homeland 
of my Eastern Siouan (Yesàh) ancestors, with its full extent stretching from 
the Piedmont Plateau west to the Blue Ridge Mountains and north to the 
Kanawha River Valley. The Yesàh and our kin tribes have lived on these 
lands since time immemorial, and we live here now as the Occaneechi 
Band of the Saponi Nation, the Haliwa-Saponi Tribe, the Sappony Tribe, 
the Monacan Indian Nation, the Catawba Nation, the Waccamaw Siouan 
Tribe, and the Saponi Nation of Ohio; and as individuals and families 
within numerous other tribes and descendant communities. These 
communities are the survivors of thousands of Indigenous families and 
nations who were violently displaced or murderously eradicated from these 
lands. 

In our talk today about public lands, we will be discussing areas that from 
which thousands of Indigenous communities were violently displaced or 
eradicated, and on which millions of enslaved Africans and Afro-
descendants were forced into labor and suffering.

It is critical that we remember that these lands, which we often describe as 
“shared and enjoyed by all,” have not come to their current state neatly, but 
carry with them a legacy of anguish, loss, suffering, discrimination, and 
racism for Indigenous and Afro-descendant people.



If future generations are to remember us with 
gratitude rather than contempt, we must leave 
them something more than the miracles of 
technology. We must leave them a glimpse of 
the world as it was in the beginning, not just 
after we got through with it.

- Lyndon B. Johnson





Why does the Southeast matter?
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Wilson et al. 2013 Carbon Balance and Management

Turner et al. 1995 Ecological Applications



Great Dismal Swamp
Sleeter et al. 2017 Carbon Balance and Management



Goldstein et al. 2020 Nature Climate Change



Goldstein et al. 2020 Nature Climate Change
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2011 Lateral West fire
Sleeter et al. 2017 Carbon Balance and Management



Take home

The Great Dismal Swamp represents a very large 
storage of carbon, mostly in soil peat.

This carbon represents some of the highest density 
of “irrecoverable” carbon on the continent.

Fire can release huge amounts of carbon from dried 
out soils.



“History, as nearly no one seems to 
know, is not merely something to be 
read. And it does not refer merely, or 
even principally, to the past. On the 
contrary, the great force of history 
comes from the fact that we carry it 
within us, are unconsciously controlled 
by it in many ways, and history is 
literally present in all that we do.”

— James Baldwin (1965)



Peopling of the Dismal Swamp
• First people in the Dismal Swamp were Indigenous peoples

• Algonquian Nations: Nansemond, Powhatan Confederacy Members; Iroquian Nations: 
Meherrin, Tuscarora; Eastern Siouan Nations: Saponi & kin tribes

• Modern Nations: Nansemond Indian Nation, Meherrin Indian Tribe; Haliwa-Saponi Tribe; Skarureh
Katenoaka

• By the end of the 17th century, the Dismal Swamp was peopled by Indigenous, African, 
African American (Afro-Descendant), and poor European & Euro-American fugitives

• By the 1730s, the swamp’s primary inhabitants are Africans and African Americans (Black 
maroons)

• From approximately 1680 through 1865, thousands of maroons lived in the swamp

• By the 1840s, the Dismal Swamp was nationally recognized as a site of Black fugitivity, a 
“haven for runaway slaves” 

• Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “The Slave in the Dismal Swamp” (1842)
• Frederick Douglass, The Heroic Slave (1853)
• William Wells Brown, Clotel (1853)
• Harriett Beecher Stowe, Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856)
• Martin R. Delaney, Blake: or, the Huts of America (1859)





https://people.uwec.edu/ivogeler/w111/slaves.htm


https://people.uwec.edu/ivogeler/w111/slaves.htm


Great Dismal 
Swamp and
Tidewater Rivers
The Great Dismal Swamp Stakeholder 
Collaborative comprises representatives of the 
conservation community, US Fish & Wildlife Service, 
the historic preservation community, the Association 
for the Study of African-American Life & History, the 
Nansemond Indian Nation, descendants of Enslaved 
African-American Laborers, descendants of maroon 
colonies, and descendants of Free People of Color in 
Gates County. In this group, we are working to 
establish a Natural Heritage Area that will provide an 
additional protective buffer zone around the existing 
Wildlife Refuge, while improving public history & 
access for local cultural communities.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=12&ved=2ahUKEwirgIn1orTlAhUn1lkKHQurDFwQFjALegQIAhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Fdc-md-va%2F2019%2F10%2F10%2Findigenous-peoples-day-replace-columbus-day-district-other-jurisdictions%2F&usg=AOvVaw3Qhj5aynhiYay2e0ttYO1r


Operations & Structure
• Advisory Members are organizations or 

individuals with long-term, demonstrated interest 
in promoting the well-being of Great Dismal 
Swamp and/or its cultural communities. Advisory 
Members are voting members of the 
Collaborative. 

• Members are organizations or individuals with 
long-term, demonstrated interests in promoting 
the well-being of the Great Dismal Swamp. 
Regional Members may also be organizations or 
individuals with regional interests in the 
leadership and activities of the Collaborative. 
Members are voting members of the 
Collaborative. 

• Supporters are national-scale organizations or 
individuals with broader interests in ecological, 
cultural, or historic preservation that may be 
related to, but are not exclusive to, the Great 

Dismal Swamp and its cultural communities. 
Supporters are non-voting members of the 
Collaborative. 

• Total current membership is approximately 78 
individuals, representing approximately 52 
different organizations or groups.

• The GDSSC is directed by a three-person 
leadership team, each member serving a 3-year 
term. At present, the leadership team of the 
GDSSC (2019 – 2022) includes:

Chief Emeritus Sam Bass, Nansemond Indian 
Nation
Mr. Benjamin Keeling, Beth-El Temple
Dr. Alexa Sutton Lawrence, Ocean 
Conservancy



GDSSC History to Date
• June 2019: First Meeting held in Suffolk 

Public Library
• December 2019: GDSSC Meeting #2 

(Suffolk, VA)
• February 2020: Great Dismal Swamp 

NHA Feasibility Study introduced by 
Rep. Don McEachin

• July 2020: GDSSC Meeting #3 (Remote, 
via Zoom)

• December 2020: GDSSC Meeting #3 
(Remote, via Zoom)

• February 2021: Great Dismal Swamp 
NHA reintroduced, attached to 
Protecting America’s Wilderness & 
Public Lands (PAW)

• March 2021: Senate companion bill 
referred to committee

• June 18, 2021: GDSSC Meeting #4 
(Remote, via Zoom)

• December 2021: GDSSC Meeting 
(Suffolk, VA)





Opportunities for Hampton Roads
• National Heritage 

Areas are net 
economic benefits

• NPS study showed they 
attract $$ from 
tourism, federal 
investment, private 
philanthropy

• Elevate the history of 
the region & expand 
inclusivity in economic 
development

• Water Quality
• Carbon Storage (potentially 

credits?)
• Local Economic Development
• Public History
• K-12 Education
• Outdoor Recreation & Tourism
• Cultural Resource Preservation 

(Archaeology, Folklore, Music & 
Arts)



Thank You.

Alexa Sutton Lawrence, Ph.D.
Vice President of Conservation, 
Justice & Equity, Ocean Conservancy

lexasutton@gmail.com

Kofa National Wildlife Refuge, Arizona, © Mason Cummings

Bi:lahùk.
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