
May 13, 2021 
 
Dear Chairman Dayton and members of the Board of Directors of Defenders of Wildlife: 
 
As supervisors and leaders at Defenders of Wildlife, we write out of a sense of duty to an 
organization that we love whose mission we have dedicated much of our professional lives to 
fulfilling. We are profoundly disappointed and frustrated with the executive team’s lack of 
meaningful response to the March 29, 2021 letter from a significant cohort of supervisors and the 
April 6, 2021 letter from nearly one-third of the non-supervisory staff. Those letters expressed 
serious concerns with the ongoing culture of fear at Defenders and the executive team’s lack of 
commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). They also voiced a lack of confidence in the 
executive team’s ability to carry the DEI process forward.  
 
To date, the executive team has failed to address the concerns and requests raised in the letters. 
Instead, the executive team continues to obfuscate the events that led up to the Avarna Group’s 
termination of its contract with Defenders and ignore the concerns raised about the culture of fear. 
They have chosen to highlight small-scale, limited “culture-oriented” actions that do not 
meaningfully advance DEI principles or even acknowledge, let alone remedy, the toxic culture 
created by Jamie Clark and the executive team. 
 
As one example, in response to the requests for the Avarna Group’s report on its listening sessions, 
staff continue to be told that we have been given the “latest and unedited version” of the report 
and that releasing that document represents full transparency. But we understand that this “latest 
and unedited version” is in fact the product of multiple rounds of redactions and edits insisted upon 
by the executive team, that yet another request to include additional positive statements was 
refused by the Avarna Group and led to its departure, and that the unedited original version of this 
report is nearly three times as long as the version provided to staff.   
 
Even more troubling is that this is the second time in recent years that the executive team has 
concealed the full extent of the negative findings of an outside consultant. The Stratton Consulting 
Group was similarly tasked with interviewing all staff and providing an organizational assessment. 
But we have never seen Stratton’s complete, uncensored findings. When staff asked to see the 
Stratton report more than 18 months ago, Jamie stated in an all-staff call that the Stratton 
consultants had provided nothing on paper. The executive team later released a “summary” of the 
Stratton findings (which were apparently in writing), but that summary was written by the 
executive team, not by the Stratton consultants. 
 
Scrubbing the findings from these two consultants raises many questions, including what else the 
executive team is hiding from staff. While the content of the shared versions of these reports is 
deeply concerning on their own, we can only assume the full original versions are even more 
alarming. But rather than acknowledge the frank and open statements of Defenders staff in these 
reports, the executive team’s scrubbed versions serve to erase our own words and represent a 
refusal by leadership to accept, let alone address, our feedback. Without honest acknowledgment 
of and engagement with staff concerns, this organization cannot meaningfully address the cultural 
issues that are apparent even in the redacted versions of these reports. 
 



Such actions reinforce the culture of fear created and perpetuated by Jamie and the executive 
team. This fear takes many forms. Over the years, staff has endured rounds of layoffs that were 
perceived as unstrategic and retaliatory. Having seen many individuals removed from the office or 
otherwise let go with limited explanation, staff worry about being fired for arbitrary reasons or 
suffering other forms of retaliation for disagreeing with or criticizing executive team decisions. Staff 
can also recount numerous instances where our work or ideas were demeaned by Jamie or other 
members of the executive staff, and there is a consequent fear of speaking up to correct 
substantive misunderstandings or snap judgments on policy decisions that often ignore staff 
expertise. The culture of fear is also the reason why this, and the prior letters to the executive 
team, have been submitted anonymously. 
 
Three separate consultants have documented a pervasive culture of fear at Defenders; even the 
highly-edited Avarna Group report that was shared with staff stated that “‘fear,” “culture of fear” 
and “afraid” were mentioned over 50 times “primarily by staff not in a position of leadership.” 
According to that report, the culture of fear particularly impacts the ability of Defenders to advance 
our DEI efforts, as the “main fear was around being fired or reprimanded for bringing up DEIJ issues 
such as the lack of an inclusive culture.” As the report also made clear, Jamie and the executive 
team are the “primary source of fear.” Staff also reported significant concerns with the executive 
team’s lack of transparency and accountability, the staff’s lack of trust that Human Resources will 
address issues fairly and confidentially, and an “unwelcoming culture for BIPOC staff in particular” 
that was identified by staff of all identities, not just BIPOC staff.  
 
These troubling findings highlight the intersection of the culture of fear and the executive team’s 
lack of commitment to DEI principles. But here, too, the executive team’s recent actions have 
reinforced the concerns identified in this report and in the two staff letters.  
 
For example, instead of demonstrating a commitment to DEI principles, it appears that the 
executive team is focusing solely on an ambiguous “culture evolution” that may have some small-
scale DEI-specific components. These components fall far short of what is needed to improve our 
work environment and to advance our DEI values. For example, for the conservation departments, 
the “90-day” plan for the “culture evolution” that was announced more than one month ago 
appears to have five components: (1) establishing meeting norms; (2) implementing “skip-level” 
meetings with Renee Stone and potentially others; (3) developing an equity checklist for every 
department; (4) identifying and highlighting case studies of existing equitable partnerships, 
projects, and coalitions; and (5) developing a communications plan related to DEIJ. To the extent 
these components relate to DEI efforts, they primarily appear aimed at repackaging our current 
(inadequate) efforts rather than setting the stage for advancing the important, systemic changes 
necessary to make Defenders a diverse, equitable, and inclusive workplace.  
 
The executive team also created a “culture working group” tasked with advising Jamie on its 
perspectives regarding Defenders’ culture. While we are certainly supportive of any efforts that 
move this organization forward, we note that this group is not representative of the diversity in job 
title or race and ethnicity. In addition, prior working groups have been formed and disbanded with 
little explanation and few concrete results. We hope for a different outcome here, but that will only 
happen if this working group is given more autonomy and authority than the prior groups. There 
has been no indication that is the intent.  



 
Finally, given all of these events, the all-staff emails from Jamie and others on the executive team 
reaffirming their individual commitments to Defenders’ “Commitment Statement” in many ways do 
more harm than good. These emails appear to ignore the gravity of the situation facing Defenders, 
the deep lack of trust many staff have for the executive team, the frustration with the lack of 
accountability and transparency from the executive team, and perhaps most importantly, the need 
for sincere, restorative actions to start addressing these issues.  
 
This organization is at a crossroads. We are all profoundly dedicated to Defenders’ mission and have 
the utmost respect and admiration for the passion and work of our staff and our co-workers. We 
are also deeply committed to helping this organization become a workplace we can be proud of. 
We envision a Defenders that sincerely and thoughtfully embrace DEI principles and aggressively 
implements the systemic changes that are necessary to transform what is now a mostly white 
organization into a diverse, equitable, and inclusive workplace.  
 
The executive team’s actions over the past several years do not reflect this same vision or respect 
for staff. As a result, it has become increasingly difficult for us to do our jobs, maintain our own 
morale and that of our staff, retain our staff, and recruit new staff. Potential hires ask pointed 
questions about Defenders’ negative reputation based on their research on GlassDoor and 
discussions with their networks. At the same time, we all know of colleagues who have left the 
organization because of Defenders’ toxic culture and failure to commit to meaningful DEI reform. 
We are hearing from many of our colleagues that they are considering or in the process of doing the 
same.  
 
This letter serves as yet another call for fundamental changes that will allow this organization to 
thrive. We again ask Jamie and the executive team to acknowledge their role in creating and 
perpetuating the culture of fear and to take concrete steps to dismantle it. To build a foundation of 
transparency and accountability, they should begin by sharing the original unedited version of the 
Avarna Group listening session report and the original unedited Stratton Group findings.  
 
Finally, we are respectfully requesting that the Board engage directly with staff and take a 
leadership role in addressing these issues. Absent meaningful and sustained changes, we cannot 
move forward to address the culture of fear, advance the DEI principles we value, or serve 
Defenders’ mission effectively and efficiently, and we will continue to lose passionate, experienced, 
and dedicated staff. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Supervisors and Leaders at Defenders  
 
 
cc:  Defenders of Wildlife staff 


