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Cynthia Coffin, 43; Environmentalist, Planning Consultant 
Cynthia Parker Coffin, 43, an environmentalist who worked on "smart 
growth" and urban sprawl issues, died of breast cancer Feb. 4 at 
HospiceCare Center in Madison, Wis. She was a former resident of 
Chevy Chase.  

In 2004, Ms. Coffin co-founded About Place Consulting, which offered 
strategic planning, communications and opinion research to clients 
concerned about biodiversity issues and the promotion of an 
environmentally sustainable way of life.  

From 1995 to 2003, she worked with the Biodiversity Project in 
Madison. She managed a multiyear program to help national smart 
growth leaders develop effective messages for talking about the issue, 
planned workshops, and wrote and edited publications and reports. She 
also recently worked for the Wisconsin Wetlands Association in 
Madison.  

Jane Elder, head of the Biodiversity Project, described Ms. Coffin as 
the driving force behind the work that the group did "in helping people 
connect to the importance of protecting the web of life."  

"Cindy has a clarity of thinking, amazing analytical skills, attention to 
detail, an ability to cut through murkiness to the sharp edge of an idea," 
Elder wrote in a eulogy. "She made all our work more precise, clearer, simpler."  

Ms. Coffin, a native of Chevy Chase and graduate of the Sidwell Friends School, began developing an appreciation 
for the outdoors in her teen years. She participated in Wilderness Ventures programs and the National Outdoor 
Leadership School, where she fell in love with backpacking, mountaineering and rock climbing.  

Mount Rainier was one of her early triumphs, her family said. She went on to become an active rock climber, 
scaling such challenges as Half Dome in Yosemite National Park and Devil's Tower in Wyoming.  

She enjoyed canoeing on the Wisconsin River and camping along the Minnesota-Canada border and on the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan.  

Ms. Coffin received a bachelor's degree in sociology from Oberlin College in 1986 and a master's degree in land 
resources from the Nelson Institute of Environmental Studies at the University of Wisconsin in 1994.  

She met her husband, Erik Ness, a freelance writer, in Madison, and they married in 1996.  

Ms. Coffin was a member of the Path Project, a writing project for women in conservation, and she was co-chairman 
of the Smart Growth America's communication team from 1999 to 2002.  

Survivors, in addition to her husband, include two children, Aidan Ness and Lukas Ness, both of Madison; her 
parents, the Rev. Roy "Rip" Coffin and Carol Coffin, both of Chevy Chase; and a sister, Deborah "Debbie" Coffin, 
and brother, John "Tip" Coffin, both of Bethesda.  

-- Yvonne Shinhoster Lamb 

 

Cynthia Coffin worked on "smart growth" and 
urban sprawl issues and co-founded a 
consulting firm. (Family Photo) 
 


