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	 In this report we have referred to The End of Nature by Bill McKibben1.  He explains that by “end” he does 

not refer to the end of our world but rather to the end of a “a certain set of human ideas about the world and 

our place in it”.

	 Similarly we refer to our society’s moving towards an environmental “precipice”.  Again we do not mean 

a cataclysmic event that would destroy our planet.  The precipice we have in mind is a point at which natural 

chemical and physical processes influenced by human activity will become self-sustaining.  At that time they will 

be fueled by their own momentum and will no longer be subject to our control.

	 And we deal with three different time scales.  The first relates to the most severe effects of climate 

change which may appear in a few generations.  Prior to these effects a causal tipping point, which we will only 

be able to identify in retrospect, will have occurred at some time unknown to us.  The third scale is prevention 

which can and should be undertaken immediately.  We tend to shift back and forth from one to another in our 

text, but we should be aware that whether we are dealing with prevention, cause or effect each one will impose 

its own timetable on our efforts.

*             *               *

IN OUR NEXT ISSUE

Our feature article, entitled eminent disdain, will describe one of the most dangerous ex-
amples of governmental action and process that we have ever come across.  It relates in con-
cept to right of eminent domain local conflicts, but has expanded that issue to a national and 
international scale.  The policy and implications of this matter are so truly alarming that 
we think Americans of all political parties and persuasions should be aware of the changes 
in our ways of life and government that will occur if present plans are allowed to proceed 

semantic DISTINCTIONS

©

IN THIS ISSUE

	 We examine global warming/climate change and the multiple crises it is likely to bring 
upon our country and our co-inhabitants of planet Earth.  We explore our ingrained national 
attitudes, specific physical threats and the possibilities, slim though they may be, of taking 
effective remedial action.
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POLES APART

WHAT IS AMERICA’S ROLE IN THE POLITICAL AND

ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS FACING OUR TIME AND 

PLANET?

	 Today our country is more polarized 

politically and otherwise than anytime since our 

Civil War.   This polarization is also unfortunately 

reflected in our response to the dominant scientific 

issue of our new century – global warming/climate 

change.   These two terms are so closely bound 

together that we will use them interchangeably with 

each one including the other.

	 There is now a fateful, and perhaps fatal, 

distinction between the polarizations of our natural 

and political worlds.   In our politics the center 

has ceased to be the residence of reason, as the 

moderates who formerly occupied it have fled to 

the fringes where the battle for money and power is 

expressed ideologically and with the most fervor.

	 In nature we find just the opposite.  Almost 

all of human life exists in the space between the two 

arctic continents.

	 The heyday of the political cartoon in America 

occurred in the late nineteenth century prior to 

TV, radio, color photography and rapid travel.  

The cartoon was a readily recognizable means of 

conveying an issue in simple and sometimes extreme 

images.

	 In economic issues the rich were often 

portrayed with striped trousers, morning coat, 

porcine features, overweight, cigars, diamond stick 

pins and shirt studs.  The less advantaged were seen 

as victims, usually thin, unkempt and with threadbare 

clothing.

	 Economic cartoons are no longer as extreme 

as they were then, but the same cannot be said for 

many of our environmental issue cartoons where the 

defender of the environment is often shown as an 

again unkempt, old lady tree-hugger, in a sweater, 

tweed skirt and brown sneakers.  The usually pro-

development non-environmentalist appears as trim 

and neat exuding reason and rightness and able to 

provide the community with benefits such as jobs, 

development, tourism, revenues, lower taxes and 

utility rates, etc.

	 In time, of course, attitudes can be changed and 

differences resolved, but in America the combination 

of the profit motive and our representative political 

system makes such a process a slow one.   Perhaps 

the most important question of our climate change 

crisis, no matter how or when it is asked, is “Is there 

time?”.

	 If we look at some of our major recent 

legislative efforts such as education, taxation, civil 

rights, immigration, campaign finance, etc., we find 

that these all have been matters of continuing debate 

for forty years.

	 Now we face a different problem, a natural 

problem – climate change/global warming.  But nature 

does not debate!  It is the sum total of the actions of 

untold numbers of species and the physical forces 

that have shaped our planet.

	 No single government can command it, but it 

is possible that all governments acting together can 

bring us back from the precipice into natural balance.  

The thought of many governments attempting to act in 

unison invariably brings to mind endless discussion 

at the UN or other cooperative organizations.

Its forces determine the destiny of

 species – which ones die and which 

ones live, and for how long.

	

	 But nature does not discuss!  It observes our 

actions, declares their consequences and continues 

on its way, as it has for billions of years.  Its forces 

determine the destiny of species – which ones die and 

which ones live, and for how long.

*             *               *

	 Today we are faced with scientific opinion 

from around the world that climate change with 

potentially destructive consequences is in process 

and that its recent acceleration is due to human 

activities that have altered the symbiotic balances 

between our planet and its life forms.

	 This has been an open and ongoing global 

process, and yet we have not been able to arrive at 

any real definition, consensus or remedial action 

for it.

	 Perhaps what is necessary is the urgency and 

dedication of our WW II Manhattan Project ramped 

up to international scale.   This would constitute 

a global, cooperative response unlike anything 

undertaken before.   As it is, competing interests 

now prevent us from common agreement on even 

the science involved, let alone how to bring about 

global change in a variety of societies with different 

populations, economies, resources, cultures, 

religions and governments.

	 There are many arguments and difficulties 
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to overcome, but we have not yet been able to take 

the first step of articulating the common goal.  Some 

argue that the precipice does not exist.   It does, 

although we can’t say where or when we’ll reach it.  

But it is real.  It is there.  It awaits us.

	 It is a tipping point at which the cumulative 

momentum of our actions reaches a level that 

triggers other events and actions which we cannot 

control and which contaminate, diminish or destroy 

the natural resources we have come to need in order 

to live.

	 We do not know where the precipice lies; or 

what lies beyond it.  There are only two things we 

know about it.  It is real, and we are moving towards 

it, not away from it.

	 In viewing the climate change problem today 

and attempting to resolve it, we must address three 

very different areas of concern:

1)	 Our attitude towards nature and our planet.

2)	 The interrelation of forces and problems 

that have become apparent and that will most likely 

intensify.

3)	 Possible remedies and how they might be 

globally implemented.

	 Not an easy task by any means.   Possible?  

Perhaps.  But is there time, remembering always that 

we are not the timekeeper?

MAN AND NATURE
IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY AMERICA

	 In the early days of our colonial, and then our 

national, status our “new world” was seen by many 

as a Biblical metaphor drawn from both the old and 

new testaments.  The former related to the paradisal 

Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis, whereas the 

latter suggested that God’s new spiritual covenant 

with man, as expressed by Jesus in the new testament, 

would have an historical counterpart in the new 

America leading the old world of Europe towards a 

fairer and better political conscience and form of 

government.

	 The colonists all came from countries with 

monarchies and landed aristocracies where land was 

privately owned and the prime source of wealth.

	 The Native Americans they confronted were 

just the opposite.   They were often nomadic within 

their tribal areas whose boundaries were subject to 

somewhat loose and differing interpretations where 

other tribes abutted.

	 The land provided food, mostly in the form of 

game, which required mobility to track, but was not 

subject to individual ownership or transfer.  Tribal 

conflicts were frequent, and sometimes prolonged, 

but they seem to have been framed in terms of hunting/

fishing rights or spiritual differences rather than 

conquest and annexation of territory.  The land was 

there for all and all tribes accorded it (and nature) 

great reverence.

	 This reverence is so deeply imbedded in Native 

American culture that it still exists today in our age 

of high technology and commerce.  Sedona, AZ, for 

instance, is a small town in northern AZ’s red rock 

country.  It has attracted heavy tourism and built a 

“new age” cottage industry that draws upon many of 

the myths and legends of the local tribes.

	 To counter this commercial development the 

tribes have been able to have their most sacred sites 

declared historical areas of spiritual value where 

access is limited and behavior regulated.  Canyons, 

mountains and forests so designated may adjoin 

glitzy tourist resorts, but separation is evident.  

The reverence of the tribes when referring to these 

areas is impressive and, whether by suggestion or 

actuality, their mysticism and spirituality can be 

palpable.

	 Over time, space and distance these two very 

different views of land use by the colonists and the 

natives continually clashed.  The outcome was never 

really in doubt and today all land is owned and/

or managed by individuals, commercial interests, 

government or other entities.   The key word is 

ownership.

	 We live on the land and we take from its 

surface or interior many of the things that, through 

agriculture, mining, chemistry or manufacturing, 

enable us to subsist and prosper.  For many, if they 

think about it at all, that is the end of the equation.

 But it (nature) is far more powerful than 

anything we make from what we take.  

Such is the real equation of life on earth.

	 Not so; that is a tragic deception, as its fails 

to include nature which is the combination of the 

many terrestrial, oceanic, atmospheric and cosmic 

physical and chemical forces that continually act 

upon our world and ourselves.   Whatever we take 

from it we only borrow with its permission.  And yet we 

have assigned to ourselves the role of manipulating 

and controlling it.  But it is far more powerful than 

anything we make from what we take.  Such is the real 
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equation of life on earth.

*             *               *

	 With a benign forbearance suggested by 

Dr. James Lovelock’s Gaia theory2, our planet has 

accepted our actions with what may come to seem as 

relatively mild and occasional responses.

	 Now, we face scientific evidence that suggests 

that penalties for our actions are becoming more 

frequent, violent and far-reaching.   We appear to 

have accelerated nature’s response and created a 

momentum that, at some point, can be fueled by its 

own gathering and spontaneous forces.

	 At this unknown point, all efforts to deflect 

this momentum by legislation, discussion, regulation, 

diplomacy, etc will be useless, and we will be unable, 

whether we know it or not, to prevent the widening 

degradation of the essential natural systems of our 

planet – water, weather, food, temperature, etc.

	 What we will be left to ponder amidst massive 

damage to our economies, cultures and populations 

is our choice of business as usual in the face of 

impending danger.

	 It is likely that in order to deal with a global 

environmental crisis we may have to reexamine many 

of our long-held political and economic truths.  Even 

if we do, however, we will still face the question, “Is 

there time?”.

	 And we may have to redefine our sense of time.  

We have tended to view natural change as a gradual 

process that plays out slowly over millions of years 

at evolution’s stately pace.

. . . time may be moving faster 

than it ever has before.

	 Evolution in the past has determined much of 

our planet’s destiny and will presumably continue to 

do so, but the impacts of the industrial revolution 

and continuing geometric population growth have 

quickened its pace.   Environmentally, time may be 

moving faster than it ever has before.

	 We are conditioned to think about matters 

of nature in the thousands and millions of years by 

which geologic time is measured.   Evolution is one 

example.  Another is the shifting of tectonic plates 

which uplift jagged mountain ranges which are, 

in turn, eroded by weather into rounded, mature 

topographies, each process taking millions of years.

	 Now we are warned that global warming could 

release from our arctic zones enough ice that, when 

melted, will raise global sea levels by twenty feet 

over the next century.  We are presented with both a 

new calendar and the need for a new way of thinking.  

We must do away with the difference between long-

term goals and short-term solutions where the 

science is urgent.   And we will have to invent the 

political equivalent of bifocal lenses with which to 

view our planetary environmental problems.

	 In just the last generation carbon dioxide 

(CO
2
) in our atmosphere has risen more than 10% 

from 315 to 350 ppm (parts per million)3, and, 

even more recently, we have seen the appearance 

of an enormous “hole” in the ozone layer over the 

Antarctic and the calving from this polar ice sheet 

of a piece the size of RI.

	 The increasing amount of CO
2
 accumulates in 

the atmosphere and prevents infrared radiation from 

being reflected back into space, thereby heating the 

earth.  McKibben provides a defining quotation from 

the work of two CA scientists,

“Human beings are now carrying out a large-

scale geophysical experiment of a kind that 

could not have happened in the past, nor be 

repeated in the future.”4 

If we think about this, it puts quite a burden on the 

present.  That means us!  And again the question that 

will not go away; “Is there time?”.

	 It is not just our industrial heritage, however, 

that now haunts us.  In the pursuit of economic and 

social development we burn large areas of tropical 

rain forest thereby releasing additional carbon into 

the air and extinguishing many resident plant and 

animal species.

	 And throughout the world the billions of 

cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, horses, camels, water 

buffaloes, etc. that are essential to our food chain 

or way of life annually emit as waste approximately 

75 million metric tons of methane into the air.  

Methane can be burned, blended or converted, but, 

if it is discharged into the air in its natural state 

from animal waste, “it is twenty times more efficient 

than carbon dioxide at trapping solar radiation and 

warming the planet.”5

*             *               *

	 There are many other ways by which we add 

to atmospheric pollution and its resulting global 

warming.   If we look around at the vast number of 

processes, enterprises and services we have created 

to feed, clothe, comfort and amuse ourselves, 

we should be alarmed.   We should remember that 

the acceleration of our waste mechanism is being 
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directed to an area of limited capacity.  The law of 

limits must, at some point, exert itself.  But do we 

look around?  Is there time?

	 It is evident that our planet’s environmental 

degradation problem is linked to growing population, 

as both are increasing geometrically.

	 In recent years only two of the world’s 

leading societies have instituted national policies 

to curb their population growth.   Both, C hina and 

India, are Asian and have the world’s two largest 

populations.  Of the two programs, China’s has so far 

been more determined, rigorous in its application 

and successful. As a result, India’s population by 

mid-century will be the largest in the world.

	 Because of the nature of these two Asian 

cultures, economies and governments, it has been 

relatively easier to undertake population control 

measures there than it would be here.   “It can’t 

happen here.” is the usual response from both 

political parties.

	 But, again, just look around.   Our present 

population is 300 million and has been projected by 

various sources to reach 400 to 500 million by the 

half-century and as much as one billion by its end.6   

Consider the economic and social effects of having 

over three times our present population!

	 While we may recognize the threat of geometric 

population growth in an abstract way, it does not 

appear to us as a matter of present importance and, 

therefore, like nature, is not to be engaged.

	 Unfortunately, our national political focus 

is heavily influenced by two elements.   First is 

the disproportionately large group of voters who 

are suspicious of any issue involving a new way of 

thinking.   They can be found in both parties, tend 

to be undereducated and narrowly opinionated and 

ascribe many of our problems to unnamed members 

or departments of government which are always 

referred to as “they”.  Conspiracy theories usually 

find fertile ground with them.

	 The second element exists primarily within the 

legislative and executive branches of government and 

through them is extended to the many departments 

of our bureaucracy.  Its message is the avoidance of 

political risk at any cost.   This mandate precludes 

most long-term thinking, blandizes government’s 

efforts, limits its accomplishments and effectively 

thwarts the development of true leaders and the art 

of leadership.  

	 Consequently, no matter what our individual 

level of awareness or interest may be, as a nation we 

will not be able to respond effectively unless we can 

identify political leaders willing to accept such risk.

NATURAL CHANGES AND OUR WAY OF LIFE

	 So far, most of the public mention of coming 

effects of climate change has centered around 

the increase in ocean temperatures and rising sea 

levels.  While these would extend to all parts of the 

globe and have severe consequences, they are only 

one part of a process that could disrupt and damage 

many routine aspects of our daily lives.

	 This process could destabilize global 

economic and diplomatic relationships.  It could bring 

to a halt wide areas of industrial and agricultural 

production.  It could inflict physical pain, death and 

disease.   And it might just reduce all the world’s 

political systems and ideologies to mere memories.

	 These are the penalties we may pay if we 

ignore the law of limits and its warnings.  Given this 

potential, the folly of not attempting to intervene or 

take counteraction seems clear.

	 In environmental matters the law of limits is 

very clearly in play.  We have mentioned earlier the 

strain that our heavy population and economic growth 

has put upon the environment.  Lester Brown of the 

Earth Policy Institute points out that the world’s 

economy increased sevenfold and its population 

140% in the last half-century, but that our ability to 

provide life support remained basically the same.7 

	 Water use tripled while our planetary 

capacity to produce fresh water from atmospheric 

precipitation showed little variation.  Unfortunately, 

we continued to draw down subsurface water from 

sources that cannot be replenished.   Our demand 

for seafood rose fivefold, but our global fish 

catch failed to increase.   And, while C O
2
 emissions 

increased to four times their 1950s demand, there 

was no corresponding planetary ability to absorb 

these higher emission levels.

. . . we must face a new type of problem

 for government – ours or any other.

	 Many similar examples exist, and we must 

recognize that, either alone or in combination, they 

can threaten the Earth’s life support systems to which 

we owe our existence.  This is the awful truth that 

burns our brain and plagues our conscience.  It is so 

awesome a concept that its degree of probability is 

not important.  Ninety percent is no more meaningful 

than ten per cent.   Their mathematical difference 

is transformed into parity.   The consequences of 

inaction are potentially so disastrous that we must 

try.  In doing so, we must face a new type of problem 

for government – ours or any other.
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*             *               *

	 Over the past two centuries the natural 

sciences have provided us with a vast array of 

statistics and means with which to evaluate our 

environment.   Moisture, temperature, salinity, 

acidity, altitude, distances, movements, species on 

land or in our air or waters – all can be measured 

at different times in different places.   There are 

many dots that call for connection, but the voice of 

our government has remained silent.  Still, there is 

a wealth of data available in today’s laboratories, 

libraries and laptops.  Connections can be made.	

	 World grain production, primarily wheat, 

rice and corn, is the most commonly noted and quoted 

indicator of our planet’s ability to feed itself.

.  . . world grain production figures

 show signs of crop failure caused by

 water scarcity and higher temperatures.

	 From 1950 to 1984 world grain production 

grew faster than population, whereas since 1984 the 

reverse has been true.  There are several factors, 

some natural and some man-made, that have pushed 

this role change.   As evidence of global warming 

mounts, world grain production figures show signs 

of crop failure caused by water scarcity and higher 

temperatures.

	 These conditions are not localized.  They can 

be found in many places, but their true importance 

may lie in the degree to which they are able to alter 

the crop capacity of temperate zone agriculture.

	 Water is the key, the essential element.  

Without it there is no food, no life.   In the last 

half-century of our technology revolution we have 

developed the means and the need to drill deep 

wells for irrigation, air conditioning, recreational 

purposes and human consumption.   These wells 

draw upon sub-surface water that has been held 

in aquifers for long periods of time.  Their rate of 

replenishment is slow and falls far short of the 

withdrawals made possible by high speed and volume 

pump technology.  Some sub-surface water sources, 

once exhausted, can never be replaced.

	 Here we should point out some basic math 

that bears on our present environmental concern:

1) 1,000 tons of water is required to produce 1 

ton of food.  World water use is applied 70% to 

irrigation, 20% to industry and 10% to residential 

purposes.8

2) With each 1o C elsius increase in temperature 

during the growing season wheat, rice and corn 

yields are reduced by 10%.9 

3) During the present century, unless remedial 

action is taken, the earth’s average temperature 

is expected to rise by 1.4o – 5.8o Celsius (2o – 10o 

Fahrenheit).   If so farmers will face crop-raising 

temperatures higher than any previously known.10 

*             *               *

	 Water and grain production are not our only 

areas of life sustenance concern.  Equally critical 

circumstances exist in the increasing demand and 

diminishing supply of grazing land for livestock and 

for international fisheries.

	 In the last fifty years, both for economic and 

public health reasons, efforts were made to increase 

fish and reduce beef consumption.   In 1950 the 

world’s fish catch and beef production were about 

equal at 20 million tons.   In 2003 the fish catch 

almost reached 100 million tons and beef production 

was just under 60 million.11 

	 Percentage increases of this size (approx. 

385% for fish and 300% for beef)  are simply not 

sustainable over long periods of time in a natural 

system of specific boundaries, resources, and limits 

which prescribe in very fine terms our ability to live 

either as individuals or in groups.

	 The growing difference for us in the 

abundance/scarcity equation has been notably tilted 

towards scarcity as the result of the uncontrolled 

growth of the world’s population.

	 In 1950 it was 2.5 billion and by 2000 had 

reached 6 billion.  This increase over a mere fifty 

years was greater than for the prior 4 million years.  

More importantly, in the next half-century we are 

predicted to add another 3 billion people, bringing 

the total to 9 billion, or a 360% increase in just one 

century.12

	 With a few more generations of such geometric 

increases, we will in all probability find the precipice 

in spite of the clear warning signs offered by our 

population growth, increased industrialization, 

diminishing arable lands, and the water/ food factors 

already noted.

	 On a long term scale the population problem 

does not lend itself to a wide variety of solutions.  

Families with 2 children provide a basis for a stable 

future.   Higher fertility will prove explosive and 

anything less will, over time, produce decline.  With 

the math as clear as it is, a common ground should be 

relatively easy and in the interest of all to achieve.  

Sadly, such has not been the case.
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	 The relationship between these various 

elements plays out differently, but inexorably, in 

different times and places.  For all of our history 

until a few years ago the great Atlantic fishery off 

the coasts of Canada and the US provided an abundant 

source of fish that fed us and the world.  Today, these 

fisheries no longer exist and the European catch 

struggles to survive, due to a highly mechanized 

industry which is able to very efficiently locate, 

extract, process and store whatever forms of marine 

life lie in its path.

*             *               *

	 The effects of the rapid rise in world 

population over the past half-century could have 

been far more serious had they not been accompanied 

and reduced by an increase in grain yields.

	 Following WW II, populations grew and 

spread, claiming land that had previously been put to 

agricultural use.  To make up for this loss of capacity, 

scientists were able to devise new agricultural and 

chemical technologies that increased crop yields.  

These increases were maintained until the end of the 

last century, but in the decade since have come down 

from their peaks.

	 World food production is based on the amount 

of land under cultivation and the photosynthetic 

efficiency of its location determined by length of 

days, temperature, availability of sunlight, etc.

	 The technology improvements of the last fifty 

years enabled growers to coax additional yields 

from this natural process.  But it has limits which 

we appear to have reached.   There is no reason to 

believe that these past increases can be maintained, 

and every reason to think that other accumulating 

environmental problems will cause them to decline.

	 One of these forces is soil erosion by wind 

and water and, when it reaches its most extreme form, 

desertification of large areas of land.  Population 

pressure has moved agriculture to less desirable 

and level growing areas where water run-off carries 

with it productive topsoil.

. . . twenty-six billion tons of

 arable topsoil are removed from 

the world’s cropland every year.

	 But the greatest damage is caused by wind 

erosion.   Acting upon land that has been dried 

by higher temperatures and water scarcity, it 

significantly reduces nutrient values of cropland 

and rangeland.   Attempts to plant or harvest such 

land only make matters worse, as the loosened soil 

becomes airborne and is carried away by the wind.   

Whether by wind or water, twenty-six billion tons 

of arable topsoil are removed from the world’s 

cropland every year.13

	 In areas where unusually high temperatures 

have been experienced the dry soil is easily lifted 

and forms moving masses that we call dust storms.  

Eventually their contents are redeposited back onto 

the earth’s surface.

	 But perhaps the most serious threat from wind 

erosion comes from multiple dust storms depositing 

so much dust in an area that it covers everything and 

creates desert conditions.  Over time, this process of 

desertification creates a massive, moving desert that 

is capable of expanding across open land and burying 

everything in its path (more about desertification in 

our section about China).

	 The essential point to understand about 

the process and progress of wind erosion, or any 

other natural process, is that it results from the 

interrelation of circumstances and consequences of 

which we are mostly unaware, and that by the time 

they are brought to our attention our remedies are 

less than optimally effective.

	 This means that in order for us to deal 

with them we must anticipate their development 

and take preventive action, something for which 

representative governments are not widely known.  

Whether funding or legislation is required, elected 

representatives, or their challengers, focus on the 

present or the past.  With nature, both may turn out 

to be too late.

*             *               *

WATER – THE LIQUID OF LIFE

	 Humans drink about 4 litres of water a day 

either straight or as part of other beverages.  A litre 

is 5% less than a quart.  But to produce the amount 

of food we consume daily requires 2,000 litres of 

water – 500 times as much as our liquid intake.14	

This equation expresses itself at many points in our 

economy and way of life.  It explains why 70% of our 

planet’s water is used for irrigation and why our 

food supply depends upon how we manage and use our 

water resource.

	 Water is available from two sources – 

surface water in rivers and lakes that comes from 
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precipitation, and subsurface collections in geologic 

strata that permit accumulation (aquifers).  Aquifers 

can be reached and their contents withdrawn by 

pumps.  Some aquifers can be replenished by natural 

means.  Others cannot and, once emptied, cease to be 

a source.

	 In the U.S. our largest aquifer is the Agallala 

that reaches from TX to SD.   It is a fossil (non-

replenishable) aquifer from which our expanding 

economy has extracted increasing amounts of water 

for many years.

	 It is not, however, only diminished aquifers 

that endanger us.   Major rivers in all parts of 

the world (including the C olorado, Yellow, Nile, 

Ganges and others) suffer so many diversions and 

withdrawals along their routes that by the time they 

reach the sea their flow has either vanished or been 

reduced to insignificance.

	 Once again, the population factor plays a key 

role.  Given the amounts of water needed for personal 

use and irrigation and then adding industrial use, it 

is clear that we are dealing with a very wide base that 

will increase proportionally to world population.  

The inability of the world to control its population 

in the past has been reflected in falling water tables 

caused by ever higher demand.

	 Here, past may well be prologue and, if so, it 

bodes ill for the future.  Rivers often pass through 

several different countries and are the cause for 

conflicting claims and age-old hostilities, although 

their proper management could serve the common 

good.  There is usually little of common benefit that 

emerges from water rights disputes.

	 Those upstream have literally power of life 

and death over those downstream and, even in cases 

where national agreements have been reached, local 

failures to abide by them are frequent and go either 

unnoticed or unpunished.

	 The length of major river courses means that 

enforcement procedures are difficult and usually 

preclude military action.  Urban demands that reflect 

greater population density and, therefore, political 

power generally prevail over rural interests, and 

in many areas cultural differences have attached 

themselves to water rights issues, making them even 

more intractable.

	 From whatever side we view them, however, 

there remains a disconnect between diplomats’ 

discussions in the U.N. lounge over a whiskey and 

soda and the downstream landowner or village faced 

with the disappearance of the local water supply.

*             *               *

THE UBIQUITOUS AUTOMOBILE

	 As third world countries develop 

economically, they acquire automobiles, first 

by import and then, if possible, by manufacture.  

Cars provide status, transport, mobility, jobs, tax 

revenues and other lesser forms of economic and/or 

social convenience.

	 In turn, they require land for parking, service 

areas, maintenance, storage and the roadways upon 

which they must move.   These added demands are 

rarely noted or foreseen as negatives in the early 

days of pursuit of an automobile economy.

	 Economic/social progress that results from 

the presence of automobiles is tainted in varying 

ways by their environmental impact.  They pollute the 

air, cause traffic jams, require hydrocarbon fuels 

and, perhaps most important, require considerable 

amounts of land to support their use.

	 The number of cars in use in the world has 

grown tenfold from about 50 million in 1950 to over 

550 million today.15 Janet Larson of the Earth Policy 

Institute has estimated that the amount of land 

required to be paved per car ranges from a low of 

.02 hectares in densely populated countries to a high 

of .07 in less populated ones such as the U.S.16	 	

	 If we take an average of .05 hectares per 

vehicle and multiply by the world’s 550 million cars, 

we arrive at a figure 27.5 million hectares.  As one 

hectare equals 2.47 acres, the equivalent acreage is 

just under 68 million.  Generally, the quality of this 

land is high, as transport and service uses require it 

to be near or to adjoin population centers.

	 Sixty-eight million acres may not impress at 

first, but this figure will reflect the same relentless 

geometric increases that move population and car 

ownership.  

*             *               *

CHINA

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

It is an early warning system, 

although it is later than we think.

	 China, by reason of its geography, its 

resources, its rate of recent economic growth, its 

form of government and its population occupies a 

unique place in environmental matters.  It is nothing 
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less than a living laboratory where many of today’s 

issues of concern are playing out in slow motion and 

full view.  It is an early warning system, although it 

is later than we think.

	 To C hina’s credit, it instituted a population 

control   policy in recent years.   In fact, it had no 

choice, as without intervention C hina’s numbers 

would have proved overwhelming.   Still, its 

population is now 1.3 billion – over four times 

ours – and growing, but will yield its status as our 

planet’s most populous country to India in the next 

fifty years.

	 China’s water supply is in decline due to 

aquifer depletion, desertification and the growing 

demands of an economy being transformed from 

agrarian to industrial.

	 As water scarcity increases and more land 

is converted to support the new industrial base and 

increasing population, grain production has fallen.  

In recent years smaller than average grain harvests 

have exhausted C hina’s supply of stored grain 

and forced it to become the world’s largest grain 

importer.

	 The sudden emergence of China as a dominant 

importer of grain can only put added pressure on 

prices that are already moving up due to shrinkage 

of supply.

	 China’s industrialization and its growing 

mechanization of agriculture has greatly increased 

its need for oil, and here, too, world prices are 

rising.

	 Economists and politicians discuss these 

matters rather abstractly as if they are dealing with 

some theoretical, academic problems.   Scientists 

know better, as they recognize two realities that at 

some point will intervene.	

	 The first is that nature’s bounty of natural 

resources is limited.  Overconsumption, whether by 

too much demand or too little supply, or both, will 

cause enormous physical, social and economic damage 

around the world.

	 And the second is that uncontrolled turmoil 

in such basic prices as those for food and energy, 

which determine how we live, has the power to 

collapse and dismiss all political systems and bring 

about civil unrest.

	 China has other internal environmental 

conflicts.  It has immense coal reserves which provide 

a cheap source of energy and a source of employment 

for a significant part of its labor force.   But its 

coal industry is also a source of heavy air pollution 

and, as C hina moves closer towards becoming an 

automotive transport economy, its air pollution will 

steadily increase.  

	 Because of this highly mobile form of 

contamination, the further deterioration of China’s 

air quality will strongly affect other countries in 

the path of prevailing winds.

	 No discussion of C hina’s environmental 

problems would be complete without including 

its desertification.   One of nature’s most crucial 

compacts is that land supplies moisture and nutrients 

to plants for their growth, and plants put down 

roots and provide shelter from the sun and wind 

to protect top soil.  Not all countries are ravaged 

by desertification, but where the proper conditions 

exist, it shuts down all human, animal and plant 

life.

The destruction imposed by

 desertification now extends to 

889,200 acres annually . . . 

	 In northern and western China desertification 

has reached crisis conditions.  Drifting sand there 

has caused inhabitants to abandon their homes or to 

try to exist without functioning social or economic 

systems.  Some 24,000 villages have been affected.17	

The destruction imposed by desertification now 

extends to 360,000 hectares (889,200 acres) 

annually18, as desert areas gain in size, move and 

often merge into an ever-expanding mass that buries 

whatever it encounters.

*             *               *

POLES APART – REPRISE

	 We commenced this report with polarization 

and we must return to it at the end.  Both the problem 

and the threat of climate change are enormous as 

high economic and population growth push us into 

the twenty-first century.

	 Polarization affects our environmental crisis 

through its grip on our democratic and open market 

systems in the pursuit of which we persistently 

invoke the law of supply and demand.

	 Here we should point out another less 

visible, but very real, consequence of our political 

polarization.   It is not limited to our electoral 

politics, but is reflected in hiring and firing practices 

throughout our local, state and federal government 

structures.  These include the many departments and 
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institutions which form our extensive bureaucracy 

where “go along to get along” is the dominant work 

force philosophy.

	 Because of the scope of our environmental 

crisis, any attempts to mount a national and 

international response will engage a broad array 

of government activities – agriculture, security, 

taxation, transportation, immigration, public health, 

trade and others.   As the political polarization in 

these departments generally mirrors that in our 

legislative and executive branches, the difficulty in 

forming and executing objective policies is only too 

clear.

	 This becomes a formidable task that will 

agitate political extremes and provide a multitude of 

special interests, local or national, to weigh in with 

their interpretations of existing and new laws.

	 But there is another, natural, law which our 

environment now calls to our attention.  It is the law 

of limits, and one question we must answer is, “Is 

the law of supply and demand subject to the law of 

limits?”

	 We think that it is, and that in a civil society 

government must monitor and inform the public of 

any conflicts between these two laws.

	 For instance, we face an unprecedented rise 

in earth’s temperature as nature responds by global 

warming to man’s population increase and economic/

industrial activities of the last two centuries.

	 This is a supply side claim against world food 

production which will be reduced by rising sea levels 

and reduced crop and water supplies.

. . . different, but perhaps equally difficult, 

demands on democracies and dictatorships alike.

	 Meanwhile India’s and C hina’s inexorable 

increases in their populations will force them to 

import grain, thereby providing the demand side 

of a “double whammy” on world food prices.  Such 

widespread pressure on prices might well make 

different, but perhaps equally difficult, demands on 

democracies and dictatorships alike.

	 And here in very different, but visible, 

circumstances the law of limits begs to be heard.  

Even though China’s and India’s percentage increases 

have been reduced, both countries’ populations 

are growing by more than 10 million annually.19   

Similarly, world population now adds over 70 million 

each year, but this, too, will increase.

	 These figures, especially China’s and India’s, 

would not be cause for alarm if they could be 

accompanied by a corresponding growth in supply or 

natural resources,   While we do not know exactly 

where nature’s limits lie nor when they will be 

revealed, we do know that our earth’s carrying 

capacity, the supply side, has not been able to keep 

pace with recent population and has entered a new 

period of scarcities and concerns.  The overriding 

question is whether species Homo sapiens will be 

able to respond more successfully than others that 

have preceded us.

	 Jared Diamond in COLLAPSE: HOW SOCIETIES 

CHOOSE TO FAIL OR SUCCEED20 explores the reason 

for failure of a mixed group of early societies that 

includes, among others, the Maya, Easter Islanders, 

the Anasazi and Greenland’s Norse population.  From 

our current historical perspective he is able to 

identify five common causes that were at work in the 

failures of these very different groups.

	 The causes were not, of course, known at the 

time to those who suffered from them.   Today, we 

have a far more advanced and clearer understanding 

of the global threat we face.   We do not yet have 

all the scientific answers that we need, but the 

key question that will determine our success, and 

perhaps survival, from here on is “Do we have the 

will?”

	 Diamond points out that some societies could 

come to grips with environmental threats, while 

others could not. In our age what will all societies 

be able to do?  How do we change the thought/action 

processes of planet earth’s societies with their many 

different peoples, nations and cultures?

	 We have no experience of something shared 

by all.  It is a daunting task.  And yet, we must attempt 

it.

	 Again, the threat we face does not have to be 

cataclysmic.   It can be nothing more or less than a 

weakening and failure of the web of interconnected 

systems and institutions upon which we have become 

mentally, economically and physically dependent.

	 Consider, for a moment, the act of governing.  

World food prices out of control?  C  ommerce 

disrupted?  C  ivil unrest?   The usual political 

rhetoric would be ineffective and might well only 

further antagonize the protesters.

	 In any event, if public dissatisfaction and its 

demonstration “ go global”, all governments would 

be weakened, and polarization would then move to 

center stage.

. . . the active ingredient which

 determines outcomes and destinies.  
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	 Under such a scenario, polarization would 

no longer be a political profile, but would become 

the active ingredient which determines outcomes and 

destinies.  Vigilance will be necessary.

*             *               *

WHERE DO WE STAND?

	 To answer this question we must realize that in 

twenty first century America “we” has two different 

meanings which without distinction refer to both 

our historical, local America and also America, the 

world’s sole superpower.

	 As both identities are now at risk, we must be 

clear as to the threat we face.  In essence, our risk 

is that at a time and place of neither our choice nor 

knowledge two or more elemental, natural forces 

may combine in a way that can create a new process 

and momentum that can be repeated, gradually 

or quickly, and that has the power, by chemical 

or physical means, to threaten the balance of the 

natural systems that we rely upon for life on earth.

	 This risk has been brought to our attention 

by growing concern among scientists over the 

consequences of our global use of nature’s 

resources.  Science has identified the problem and it 

is science, we think, that must provide its solution.

	 The Bush administration excused America 

from participation in the Kyoto conference on 

environmental concerns and, in doing so, reasoned 

that our participation would be bad for our 

economy.

	 We view this as a serious mistake, as it shifts 

the definition of the problem from one of global 

scientific importance to that of local economics.  

Although it may most assuredly have economic 

effects, its origin stems from natural science and 

human behavior.

	 If we try to craft our response to climate 

change around economic considerations, we will have 

missed our target and, probably, our opportunity.  

What we are facing, admittedly in its early stage, is 

a power capable of transforming life on earth.

	 Think back a generation to the dislocation 

brought about by OPEC’s first hike in the price of 

oil, and the continuing effect it has had since in our 

realization that there is no more cheap oil.

	 And then think about what it would mean for 

the world to recognize that the time of cheap water 

and cheap grain has also run out.

	 In extremis there might come a time when –

seared by a relentless sun and ravaged by thirst and 

hunger – people the world over might recall politics, 

government and their rhetoric only as mythic images 

from the past.

	 The scale of any global, natural disorder is so 

overwhelming that, although its risk may be distant 

or slim, we cannot take the gamble of ignoring it 

and assuming we’ll get by with a “business as usual” 

approach.  That is a bet we simply cannot make!

	 No matter how inconvenient it may be, we 

must change our national attitude towards nature 

from one of development to one of acceptance.  That 

acceptance, whether it derives from the mysticism 

of our Native Americans or a more practical re-

evaluation of the role of human life on earth, is now 

becoming more evident.

	 As the world’s sole superpower we tend 

to ascribe to ourselves the role and qualities of 

leadership.   And yet, we have avoided any exercise 

of such leadership in environmental matters.  This 

becomes increasingly untenable as smaller countries 

attempt to deal with the high pollution practices of 

the industrially developed major powers.

	 The result of this polarization is that our 

(and others’) credibility is further reduced, the 

loss of credibility in international discourse then 

increases polarization, and the cycle continues to 

form and reform itself.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

	 We must undertake an honest evaluation 

of our ability to provide real leadership – first 

nationally as envisioned in our constitution and then 

internationally through our claimed role as the 

world’s sole superpower.

. . . we cannot be a leader unless we lead.

	 In both instances, if we are honest, it 

must become apparent that we cannot be a leader 

unless we lead.   Our leadership should extend to 

publicizing, evaluating and confronting any and all 

environmental problems, especially those caused by 

global warming.  

	 Anything less than providing such determined 

leadership should be viewed as “business as usual”.  

This is a role played around the world in many shapes 

and ways and one with which the U.S. has become far 

too closely identified.  It will not do the job that is 

called for, and should be abandoned.
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	 In establishing some form of workable 

structure for world leadership in environmental 

matters we must recognize that, regardless of its 

many serious flaws, the UN is the only functioning 

forum for world opinion.   In our new role as 

environmental leader we will have to use this facility 

in a very specific and limited way.  

	 We must avoid, at all costs, becoming ensnared 

by the bureaucracy and corruption that plague both 

the functions of its operating departments and its 

executive hierarchy.  The Security Council seems the 

best means by which to avoid another “food for oil” 

failure.	

	 By “limited” we mean that we confine our 

efforts to the Security C ouncil as a high level 

enabler, not an enforcer.  What would seem helpful 

and appropriate at this stage is for the US to call for 

an annual review by the full Security Council, not 

just the permanent powers, of scientific research 

and discovery regarding climate change issues.

	 The use of the full C ouncil is important 

because it could mitigate the resentment of the five 

permanent powers felt by many U.N. member states, 

and would offer the best opportunity to secure 

their cooperation without risking the paralysis 

and political posturing so often encountered in the 

General Assembly.

	 We envision the Security C ouncil issuing a 

public invitation to scientists around the world 

to provide theoretical or factual information 

in whatever form they prefer to a newly formed 

environmental priorities committee.   This group 

might best be formed, for example, with scientists 

of achievement from centers such as the Swedish 

and English Royal Academies of Science, Germany’s 

Max Planck Institute or our American Academy For 

the Advancement of Science.  There are other valid 

sources, but government or corporate representation 

should be avoided.  

	 The functions of this committee would be 

to guide and gather the best opinions available 

and then to establish and coordinate research at 

institutions specializing in necessary disciplines 

such as forestry, agriculture, weather, biology, 

water management, oceanic/atmospheric patterns, to 

name a few.   It would take the data it received and 

submit it with comment as to preference and priority 

to the full Council twice a year.  Its function would 

be to organize and prioritize, if possible, the flow of 

environmental submissions and to create the focus 

for a global effort.

	 The Security C ouncil would publish the 

material received once a year and would make it 

available upon request from member governments, 

the private sector, academia, etc.

	 In circumstances where some form of 

diplomatic initiative or intervention might be 

desirable to accelerate or create technological 

progress the Security Council could use its influence 

with emphasis on creating international cooperation 

on matters of natural concern.

	 The UN has found itself bogged down in 

the polarized attitudes of the third world and the 

industrial powers regarding all aspects of pollution.  

By creating a different role for the Security Council 

it may be able to escape the bitter differences of the 

past and move towards a new advisory perspective 

free of veto confrontations and enforcement actions 

and with minimal funding obligations. 

	 If the U.S. is able to see itself in a role of 

real leadership in environmental matters there are 

some changes it must make:

1)	 It must alter its view of climate change and other 

environmental issues as being local economic 

problems. Larger conflicts always produce 

lesser, local results, but the multiple effects of 

planetary climate change cannot be effectively 

treated locally.

2)	 We must stop seeing nature as an accumulation 

of zero cost raw materials to be worked into 

our global business plan.

3)	 While all aspects of our present environmental 

crisis bear economic consequences, the problem, 

is one of science, not economics.  And so is its 

solution.

4)	 The U.S. has to forego its use of campaign-style 

spin and rhetoric to advance its corporate 

global economic programs.

5)	 It should not attempt to portray environmental 

issues in terms of economic ideology.   The 

“private sector” should remain just that and 

not be assigned the responsibility for bringing 

about change.   There is only one sector that 

has priority, and that is the human sector.  

Profits are always welcome, but survival takes 

precedence.

6)	 There is clear and inherent risk in assigning 

management responsibility for massive projects 

to either the private sector (Halliburton/Iraq) 

or the government (FEMA/New Orleans).  Global 

communication and cooperation will be essential.  

And a new mindset must be established for all.  

This will not be easy, as there are no working 

models.

7)	 The U.S. must recognize that it has lost a great 

amount of general credibility around the world 
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due its failure to achieve its stated purpose 

in Iraq.   More specifically, its refusal to even 

participate in the Kyoto conference further 

reduces its credibility in environmental matters.  

Credibility in a program that will require 

global cooperation is a matter of overarching 

substance.  It must be restored.

8)	 The U.S. must establish a valid environmental 

identity for itself if it is to fulfill a leadership 

role.   It is essential that it separates this 

identity and leadership from other aspects of 

superpower status such as its economic, military 

or diplomatic powers.

	 We have become used to seeing our superpower 

presence at any international function 

automatically accorded top level importance.  We 

must recognize that, if and when an environmental 

community is forged for cooperative efforts, we 

will be starting even, at best, with others.

	 A common global effort to alter and/or 

survive the effects of natural processes has never 

been undertaken before.   It creates a scale all its 

own in research, communication and execution.

	 Previous joint efforts by groups of military/

political allies against Napoleon, Hitler, Stalin, etc. 

pale by comparison.  They involved members of the 

same species having at each other with man-made 

weaponry.  Even the Manhattan Project fails to come 

close to what will be required to mount an effective, 

global environmental remediation program.

	 We are called to embark upon a great and 

global adventure that may determine the possibility 

of  whether our species, and even our planet, lives 

or dies.  We presently lack much of the technological 

and psychological equipment that may be required.

	 We have an uncertain time frame for 

accomplishing our purpose and an equally uncertain 

understanding of the interrelation and operation 

of many natural elements which have historically 

appeared to us as parts, not as a whole.

	 The way will not be easy, but  there now exists 

an environmental issue leadership gap that could be 

filled by the US.  Were we to move forcefully and 

impartially to fill it, we would greatly serve our 

own and others’ interests.

*             *               *

	 In the corridors of history the light falls 

only on the past.   The present is an impenetrable 

mist in which we can vaguely discern the forms and 

hear the muffled voices of our fellow travelers.  

Sometimes we are jostled or pushed to the ground by 

those whose way is more aggressive.  They pass on.  

The future lies ahead silent, dark, and unknowable.  

History’s corridors may be parallel or intersecting.  

We are not to given to know.  In history, in life, we 

can only know what is past.  All else is speculation.  

And hope!

*             *               *

LATE NEWS – LONDON   11/2/06 21

	 Sir Nicholas Stern, C hief Economist of 

the World Bank, has just delivered his timely and 

extensive report to the House of C ommons on the 

economic impact of climate change . 

	 In summary, he states that a concerted effort 

to take world wide remedial action now will cost one 

percent of global gross domestic product (GGDP).  

For those who might cite this cost as beyond reach 

and, thereby, reason to avoid action, he states that 

any such deferment would increase the cost to from 

five to twenty percent as time passes.

	 Sir Nicholas’ report galvanized Prime Minister 

Tony Blair to make a vigorous plea for government 

acceptance of the Stern report and a prompt start to 

taking action.

	 We can only hope that the Stern Report 

will bring a new frame of reference to our own 

government.

*             *               *

Quota Quote

Herewith another quotion by a prominent American 

referring to our immigration process.

“In the first place we should insist that if 

the immigrant who comes here in good faith 

becomes an American and assimilates himself 

to us, he shall be treated on an exact equality 

with everyone else, for it is an outrage to 

discriminate against any such man because 

of creed, or birthplace, or origin. But this 

is predicated upon the man’s becoming an 

American, and nothing but an American...

There can be no divided allegiance here. Any 

man who says he is an American, but something 

else also, isn’t an American at all... We have 

room for one sole loyalty and that is loyalty 

to the American people.”

– Theodore Roosevelt
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*             *               *

SOMETHING IN COMMON

	 We include with this issue a quotation from a 

most unusual source:

“Naturally the common people don’t want 

war; neither in Russia, nor in England, nor in 

America, nor in Germany.  That is understood.  

But after all, it is the leaders of the country 

who determine policy, and it is always a 

simple matter to drag people along, whether 

it is a democracy, or a fascist dictatorship, 

or a parliament or a communist dictatorship.  

Voice or no voice, the people can always be 

brought to the bidding of the leaders.  That 

is easy.   All you have to do is to tell them 

they are being attacked, and denounce the 

pacifists for lack of patriotism and exposing 

the country to danger.  It works the same in 

any country.”22

	 – Air Reichmarschall Hermann Göring

  1893-1946

	 This quote is notable both for its source and 

for its content.  What is so extraordinary about it is 

that, having spent his entire adult life at war with 

or living under the political regimes he mentions, 

he says that they all employ the same technique to 

acquire their peoples’ approval to wage war.

	 Technically, Germany did not engage in 

hostilities with other European powers from 1918 

to the invasion of Austria in 1937, but during most 

of that period it was engaged in clandestine planning 

and production for war and preparing its people for 

it. 

 	 Also, the initial battles between fascism 

and communism were fought by labor organizers 

and workers in the years between WWs I and II in 

the industrial plants of Europe’s major economies.  

While they lacked the publicity of massed military 

forces, they were both very bloody and persistent.
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