Mikaela Lauren Balaban, Placer High School

| still remember the first time | kayaked down the South Fork of the American River. | had
recently moved to Auburn from a small town in lllinois. It was the kind of town with rows and
rows of cornfields, in a state so flat you could see its borders if you stood on a step stool. | had
never been kayaking before and had no idea what | was doing. Despite falling out of my boat
twice, it was the most fun | had ever had. From then on, kayaking had become my new favorite

hobby, and | eagerly went out every summer, dragging along any friend who would say yes.

These canyons now hold my favorite memories. Springs full of wildflower hikes; summers
dedicated to kayaking; autumns spent hiking; and winters committed to herping on rainy days.
Whenever | got the chance, | was in the canyon exploring a new trail. Though, no matter how

far | traveled into the wilderness, there was always the presence of human pollution.

| knew my appreciation for the outdoors needed to extend beyond just recreational activities,
as | gained an understanding of protecting these beautiful places. So, as a freshman in high

school, | joined the Placer High School Environmental Club.

After a year of learning about the challenges environmentalism faces in a rural community;, |
was determined to make a difference. | became president of the club in my sophomore year. |
took on numerous new responsibilities, including organizing environmental events, such as
e-waste, used clothing, and tree planting drives to help recycle and promote green living. |
guided educational hikes, kayaking trips, and backpacking journeys to cultivate a love for nature

in others. | also joined two community organizations as a youth representative.

| first joined the Auburn Sustainability Advisory Committee, where | collaborate on initiatives to
reduce food waste at local restaurants, increase bike paths, and offer electric vehicle

alternatives.

Soon after, | joined the Placer Land Trust Community Council to take action in protecting native

wildlife and preserving the natural beauty of the Sierra Nevadas by increasing student



education about land agreements, native tribes, and conservation efforts within our

community.

| have also seen firsthand the positive environmental and social impact PARC has had. | have
volunteered through their American River Clean Up Days, as well as helped with getting models
for the Haute Trash Fashion Show. A PARC fundraiser is where | signed up for Raft Guide

Training, and the first time | kayaked down the North Fork was with other PARC volunteers.

Creating this emotional connection to nature is the most important aspect in protecting it for
the future. These experiences have brought me closer to the people around me and helped me
find a community, all while helping to protect the land | care so deeply about. And while I'm not

a California native, | can't imagine a future where I'm not living in this beautiful state.

PARC High School Essay Contest Winner, 2025



