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“Solutions start in the South.”
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The Opportunity
Over nearly four decades, the Southern 
Environmental Law Center has built an 
extraordinary reputation for impact and 
effectiveness as one of the nation’s most powerful 
defenders of the environment.  

Known for tackling complex environmental 
issues and well-resourced opponents in its six-
state region,1 SELC delivers nationally significant 
results through its place-based focus, its deep 
local presence, its strong network of partner 
organizations, and its effective mix of legal, 
strategic, and communications expertise.  
Relationships to people and place are at the heart 
of who SELC is, and the commitment to honoring 
and strengthening those relationships is pervasive.

SELC’s mission is straightforward: Protect the basic 
right to clean air, clean water, and a livable climate; 
preserve the region’s natural treasures and rich 
biodiversity; and provide a healthy environment 
for all.  In its most recent strategic update, ratiǑed 
by the Board of Directors in November 2020, 
SELC made an explicit, overarching commitment 
to environmental justice, a commitment that 
had been integral to much of its work but rarely 
expressed as such:

Build a more diverse organization and 
enhance SELC’s advocacy for environmental 
justice in the South through our work to 
ensure environmental protections are 
adopted, applied, and enforced fairly and 
equitably for all communities across the 
region.

SELC is rooted in the South, but its inƲuence 
extends far beyond the region, as the challenges 
it undertakes and the victories it has won provide 
inspiration and momentum for initiatives, policy 

1 Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, 
and Virginia.
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changes and legal advocacy, nationally and 
beyond.  Through both actions and impact, the 
Southern Environmental Law Center has shown 
that “Solutions start in the South.”  Within its six 
states, SELC will continue to use its leadership role 
to ensure strong measures to alter the trajectory 
of climate changeƉthe deǑning environmental 
challenge of our era—and thereby help raise the 
bar for the nation as a whole.2 

SELC is about to undergo what will be only its 
second leadership transition in the organization’s 
36 years.  The Ǒrst took place just over three years 
ago upon the retirement of SELC’s iconic founder, 
Rick Middleton, now President Emeritus.  Rick was 
succeeded in early 2019 by Jeff Gleason, already 
a 25-year veteran of SELC and a greatly respected 
environmental lawyer in his own right, having 
served as SELC’s Deputy Director until his own 
retirement in 2016.

Jeff came out of retirement to lead SELC 
through the transition from its founder, a 
major challenge for any organization.  Having 
solidiǑed extraordinary gains for SELC in the very 
demanding three years since, Jeff informed the 
Board last summer of his intention to retire fully by 
the end of 2022,3 and thus the current search for 
his successor. 

The Organization
SELC is place-based.  SELC’s commitment to place 
is purposeful, pervasive and distinctive.  SELC’s 
staff of 200, including 100 attorneys, are not just 
experts and advocates, they are residents too.  In 
defending the region’s air, water, climate, wildlife, 

2 SELC Strategic Plan, 2021-2030.
3 Mr. Gleason intends to step down as Executive Director not later 

than December 2022, but he will be available as an advisor to his 
successor through March 2023, if desired.
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lands and people, SELC deploys a full array of 
resources but the impetus is personal as well as  
professional.

SELC is relationship-focused.  Partnership is 
core to SELC’s effectiveness.  Relationships within 
the staff and Board are unusually close, but 
the same is true of the 300+ partners SELC has 
represented and worked alongside, not to mention 
its exceedingly loyal donors.  SELC is the antithesis 
of a one-and-done, transactional approach, and 
its treasured relationships reƲect decades of 
intentionality.

SELC is respectful—respectful of its people, its 
communities and its partners.  “We do the right 
things the right way,” noted one senior team 
member.  Conversations with staff and stakeholders 
reveal a common theme of respect for the work 
and for each other, coupled with devotion to the 
mission and appreciation for the importance of 
living balanced, multifaceted lives.  Everyone at 
SELC has made economic trade-offs to work there, 
but no one has compromised their values, their 
families or their sense of humor to do so.  

SELC is important, and its importance is 
growing.  SELC has for years been the largest 
and most impactful environmental organization 
in the South, but it has never pursued growth for 
growth’s sake.  Even so, its growth in recent years 
has been remarkable, a byproduct of many factors, 
among them the success of its litigation and 
advocacy, heightened public awareness and sense 
of urgency around environmental issues, a Ʋuid 
political environment, and expanding support for 
SELC’s ability to deliver results. 

As one indication, for the Ǒscal year ending March 
31, 2022, SELC expects to report revenues from all 
sources of $46 million,4 over 3½ times those of a 
decade earlier.  The exceptionally robust balance 
sheet reƲects and enhances SELCƋs enviable 

4 Unaudited estimate.
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capability to tackle tough issues that may require 
years-long efforts before tangible results are 
evident.5

SELC is people.  Today, SELC has a total staff of 
200 operating out of nine ofǑces across six states 
and Washington, DC.6   

• Lawyers, half the total staff, comprise national
experts in their respective areas, capable of
handling complex, precedent-setting litigation

• Policy professionals work hand-in-glove
with SELC’s lawyers to secure and defend
environmental protections within the Legislative
and Executive branches of government

• Communications professionals expand SELC’s
reach and impact through an evolving array of
media and tools

• Development professionals ensure
the funding relationships required for
organizational stability and longevity

• Administrative, Ǒnance and IT professionals
constitute SELC’s operational backbone.

Lawyers have always been at the center of 
SELC’s work.  Their effectiveness is supported 
and enhanced in critical ways by exceptionally 
competent professionals in communications, 
Ǒnance and advancement.  As SELC has 
grown, some of these roles have become more 
centralized, but they have also become more 
fully integrated into SELC’s programmatic work, 
supporting the autonomy and entrepreneurial 
spirit of individual ofǑces and program teams.7   

5 SELCƋs IRS Form 990 and audited Ǒnancial statements for the 
Ǒscal year ending March 31, 2021 are available here.

6 SELCƋs website lists ten ofǑces, but the two Charlottesville ofǑces 
are in the process of  relocating to a new, combined facility, 
which will be fully operational in April 2022.

7 For example, analyses and graphics prepared by SELC’s 
Geospatial Science team have been instrumental in conveying 
complex issues and arguments (as with this interactive map), and 
SELCƋs communications team has added welcomed consistency 
and power to its messaging.
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