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THE MAG INTERVIEW

The Mag Interview | Teens spread the ‘green’ message
BY CINDY HOEDEL
The Kansas City Star

Kate Corwin of Kansas City is president of Green Works, a 

nonprofit organization that provides environmental 

education and internships for urban youths. Green Works is 

having a fundraiser Oct. 11 at the KCP&L Energy Center. It 

will be a zero-waste event and have local food, a local 

cocktail by Justus Drugstore and Eco Elvis (information and 

tickets at GreenWorksKC.org). This conversation took 

place at the Anita B. Gorman Conservation Discovery 

Center.

Green Works just got a $50,000 grant from the 

Audubon Foundation for habitat restoration work along 

Brush Creek. What are you doing with that money?

Near the Benton Bridge there is a natural oxbow formation 

in the creek. We are planting native plants and trees and 

putting up birdhouses along there.

What kind of education do you provide to the high 

school students you work with?

We have a one-year after-school program where we teach 

kids all about the environment in Kansas City. We talk 

about water issues and the big sewer project that’s coming 

up and how important that is. We talk about solid waste 

and landfills and recycling. We also raise money to place 

students who complete our program in summer internships.

Where are some places you have placed kids in 

internships?

We have a couple working here at the Discovery Center. 

We have some working at the Environmental Protection 

Agency, at Habitat ReStore, at StoneLion Puppet Theatre 

and other companies. That gives them meaningful job 

experience. 

Can you share an example of how your program has 

changed a student’s life?

One of our first students came from an extremely difficult 

home life situation. She was 17 at the time. She was in our 

program two years and had internships here at the 

Discovery Center and at the EPA. Those internships 

helped her get into a good college and now she’s in her 

second year studying toward a pharmacy degree.

So the kids don’t always end up in “green” jobs?

No. We certainly hope that they do, maybe later in their 

career, but the larger point is, no matter what our students 

decide to be — whether it’s a pharmacist, whether it’s a dry 

cleaner, whether they own a restaurant — all those businesses need to be greened and run in a sustainable way. 

Why did you decide to focus on high school kids?

You get so much bang for your buck. They talk, they text. If you take pictures of them they send them all over the 

place with messages like, “We’re planting trees!” “We’re planting a rain garden!” So they are passing the message 

along to their friends and families. And we are educating the next generation of taxpayers and voters. We need 

people to understand how serious our water infrastructure issue is, for example. 

How did you come to start this nonprofit? You used to be an IT engineer.

Yes. In 1996 I was working at Sprint and my best friend from college died. I realized that I liked my career but it 

wasn’t what I wanted to be doing. So I left Sprint and in 1997 started a furniture manufacturing company.

What kind of furniture?

Garden furniture out of cedar. We did storage benches and little storage sheds. We had several locations where 

we manufactured. The biggest one was in the West Bottoms behind the Beast haunted house. We sold our 

products to Jackson & Perkins and Plow & Hearth and Target. It was really successful until 2005, when a lot of the 

big box retailers decided they were going to get into garden furniture and the manufacturing was all moving 

overseas. I knew it was over when I walked into Target one day and saw an exact replica of my storage bench 

selling for less than I could purchase the materials for. 

Did you think about moving your production overseas?

No. I started the company because I wanted to create jobs in Kansas City. That was good experience for starting a 

nonprofit, especially in a recession, which is not the easiest thing to do. That’s why we are really celebrating our 

five-year anniversary, because a lot of funders won’t fund an organization until it is at least five years old.

Why do you think you made it five years in a recession?

I’m really good at figuring out how to not spend money. I have an undergraduate degree in finance and a master’s 

in economics. 

What are some examples of how you don’t spend money?

We buy all our office furniture at Surplus Exchange. We borrow equipment that we need if it isn’t something we are 

going to use every day. We have an email list of about 50 people who help us find things we need. Usually 

somebody responds that they can get us whatever it is. If I don’t have to pay for office supplies, that’s that much 

more money I can use toward paying for an internship for a kid. 

People don’t want to write a check and think it’s going to buy doughnuts or permanent markers.

Exactly.

Why do you have to pay for internships?

We pay the students an internship stipend of $8 an hour, and we raise the money for that. The organizations that 

offer the internships don’t have to pay anything. They look at the kids as volunteers and it works best that way.

Why?

Oftentimes this is a kid’s very first job experience. The student might not even have a role model at home who 

knows what it’s like to have a regular job. It takes time to mentor that student. We say: “We’ll invest the money for 

the stipend if you will invest the time to train the kid.” And raising money to pay for an internship for a specific kid is 

easier than raising money for educational programs. 

How many kids have you placed in internships?

Thirty-four. And we only had one situation where it didn’t work out, and we aren’t even sure if that one case was 

the student’s doing.

That’s a good ratio. A lot of kids mess up their first job, no matter what their circumstances.

Absolutely. And our kids do have added difficulties, particularly with transportation. As the city cuts back on bus 

routes, it affects our kids being able to get to the job. 

We have two kids this year working at the current EPA headquarters in Kansas City, Kan. I’m not sure we can get 

them to the new headquarters when it moves to Lenexa. It’s ironic, because that is our very best placement. That is 

the one that looks best on a student’s resume.

To reach Cindy Hoedel, call 816-234-4304 or send email to choedel@kcstar.com. Follow her at Twitter.com/cindyhoedel or 

on Facebook.
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