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Nature's 
gel 

One of Wisconsin's official environmental 
watchdogs speaks out 

Intervening for the environment: Kathleen Falk. 
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K
athleen Falk, a public intervenor 
for the State of Wisconsin, fights 
for the environment because she 

grew up in Big Bend "when it was all fields 
and tlie whole outside was our playground. " 
Her immediate neighbors were Milwaukee 
Journal outdoor wn·ter Mel Ellis and his 
family, who lived on tl1e legendary 15-acre 
chunk of Eden called "Little Lakes." 

"Mel E llis's philosophy was a real big fac­
tor in my life,", Falk says. "His daughter, 
Debbie, was my best friend. I spent much of 
my )Wth over there." 

Falk was born in Milwaukee in 1951, 
and then the family moved to Big Bend, 
where she attended St. Joseph's grade school 
and graduated from Waukesha Catlwlic 1We­
nwrial High School. 

"Debbie and I started a conservation club 
in grade school," she recalls. "We weren't 
Girl Scouts or Brownies or anything, but zce 
had badges for saving a bird or doing some­
thing in that fashion. That was pretty zmusu-
al in tlwse days. " 

After trying the University of Wisconsin -
Waukesha/or 18 months a:id UW-Madison 
for six months more, she received"afu/1 ride" 
- probably because of her 4.0 grade point
average - to Stanford University. Tliere she
majored in math and philosophy and took "a
lot of logic courses. "

After graduating in 1973, Falk was con­
fronted with the dilemma faced by a genera­
tion of young people who felt the Vietnam War 
left them only two choices: "Either leave the 
system or try to change it." 

"I asked myself," she admits, "should I go 
to A Laska and be a pioneer with sonie friends, 
or do I go to law school and try to change it?" 

She went to UW-Madison Law School, 
graduated in 1976, and has been tr)'ing "to 
change it" ever since. She spent eight years 
with !lie Wisconsin Environmental Decade 
Prior to joining tliePubliclntervenor's Office 
in May of 1983. 

Falk manied Steve Phillips, an attorney 
in the public defender's offzce, JO years ago. 
They met as classmates in law school. They 
have one child, Eric, who is four and a half. 

She apologizes for not having any Jwbbies. 
"My work is my avocation as well as my 
profession, " she says. 

"Mel Ellis was my mentor. My first 
mentor. 

"There were a few others. Professor 
Hung-Mao Tien for one. He taught at the 
UW. Here I was in Waukesha and not really 
having a whole lot of direction, not really 
knowing what I was going to do. He sug­
gested that I go to Harvard or Stanford or 
something like that I didn't think I would fit 
in on the East Coast and I didn't know 
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