April 3, 2009

Norm noted that there were 40 + comments at last session

Discussing options for October (co-led by Kathryn & Norm)

· Sustainability exercise/simulation

· Another book – possibility Creating a World Without Poverty or The Necessary Revolution
Steven proposes that a subgroup begin meeting separately to develop a proposal for a UNIV course; proposals can go in anytime – but realistically, Fall 2010 would be the earliest start date for the course. He will send out an email. 

The next book is Biomimicry, now available. 

Today’s Book: When the Rivers Run Dry: Water – the defining crisis of the 21st century

By Fred Pearce (2006)

Discussion led by Adrienne

Caveats about what got posted to the wiki by Adrienne – aspects of each chapter have to deal with water in California (author did her MS at Poly, PhD at Berkeley, worked for Bechtel, and now teaches at the U. of Washington)

Adrienne – “an uneasy relationship with this book”

Adrienne formerly worked at a hydrological engineer

The United States shares many of the issues that were highlighted as international issues. It would have been useful to not focus on “somewhere else.”

The conundrum that is water – but a host of anecdotes – none really stood out.

But in terms of themes;

· Dynamics and linearity – we assume static systems but we get unintended consequences; author focuses on greed; but Adrienne suggests that it is also connected to paradigms of scientists/engineers who assume a static rather than a dynamic system 

· Difficulty of distribution

· Groundwater – difficult to map, monitor, and once you screw it up, it is hard to fix 

· No one system, no one solution is universally applicable (more of an implicit theme) – different participation patterns, sociopolitical contexts, infrastructure needs, climate patterns, etc.

Critiques

· what is frustrating is that his solutions do not match the scale of what he identifies as problems – large-scale problems, small-scale solutions

· may have been useful for author to make more explicit that there is water that we cannot fix

Ideas for discussion

· big themes

· Solutions – can we imagine more than there are in the book? How do we get there?

· Cal Poly/SLO solutions – current efforts (e.g. Canyon housing), new proposals 

Jill – how factual is the book? Are his “this is what happened” and “this is the consequence” accurate?

Adrienne – water system fairly accurate, but perhaps not all the ties to sociopolitical context

Alypios – the hydrological engineering that comes from the East is not accurate; he did not give the right credit for hydraulic engineering (Ancient Greece, Rome); also concerned about the accuracy of his proposed solution – his skills are in storytelling but not in solutions

Brian – legality of proposals? In CO, you cannot collect rain water – it’s illegal b/c it is already accounted for by the state

Kathryn – yes, it is true – has heard it is true in the state of Washington (although this may vary in different parts of the state) – also internationally, part of the privatization of water was made possible by the outlawing of water collection

Adrienne – often connected to property issues (danger of flooding) b/c of low infiltration rates in some soils

Brian – in CO, this dates hundreds of years back (see article he circulated separately)

Sara – in CO, water rights – first 10 feet belongs to land owners, the rest is up for other people to use

Adrienne – a recent change in CO law, you can use your water rights to leave the water in the river (white-water rafting course)

Karen – very depressed for first ¾ of the book; but then there are these possible local solutions … question – is he making it seem worse than it is? Solutions easier?

Alypios – there is no way around the problem of a lack of water – although if we sig decrease our water use, live in a small community, some of the small scale problems may be more effective … but not necessarily effective for cities

Steve – fault of the book is it lack of coherence in its presentation of issues – “here’s the bad news, here’s the good news” – but, a strength – the principle of virtual water, the transportation of water throughout the world in terms of food and grain – if we are going to deal with this on a world-wide basis, what places in the world are appropriate to produce this large amount of food and which are inappropriate? Ex: Central Valley, growing cotton! Huge irrigation ditches, etc. not appropriate

Adrienne – I also get depressed – but in sense, we will all probably look back in 20 years and ask “what were we thinking?”

One of the big lessons – agricultures – trying to strategize at a global level – where are the best places to grow what?

But this might be a scaled solution for the problem he is presenting

Rob – recycling water is an oxymoron – reuse maybe; 2nd, there is a presumption that human beings do not exist – but compared to a couple of years ago, we have 3.5 million more people – plus, thinking about water storage in houses

What is a thirsty crop? Vs redwood trees? 

Water has to be some place at all times and that get lost in the shuffle

Monocultures – how we manage the land is a possible intervention

Karen – concept of virtual water is very interesting – going to disagree about the global sourcing of food – but shifting growth from area of a country to another, this may be more productive – 

ethical use of water – I have never thought about conservation in terms of virtual water – very useful contribution

Norm – wanted more info on Northern vs Southern CA; would have been useful to have a chapter outlining the water cycle – here’s how it work, here’s how we are messing it up

Jane – monoculture, problems of transportation, etc. – big disagreement with the proposed solution of figuring out large world areas that are appropriate 

Kathryn – in certain areas, growing food locally is possible – but not for instance in Alaska; yes in Hawaii

Adrienne – wouldn’t it be nice if ag were driven by local conditions that make the area unique rather than prices on the market – b/c water is cheap, the price of ag production doesn’t reflect the actual environmental cost.  This becomes the challenge – to choose based on appropriateness rather than market price. 

Rob – water cycle; we think water in the soil – we need to think about how much water is trapped in living organisms in the soil (rather than as free water molecules in the soil); we destroy this soil life with monocultures, which destroys the ability of soil to hold water

Alypios – why cities? What is the connection between cities, civilization, etc. The big cities are civilization. Cities are civilization. We cannot ignore this. 

The cities are located in places with fresh water, transportation. Not acknowledged by author. 

The problem today is that we have underestimated the cost of transportation, by neglecting environmental costs, etc. 

We should ask ourselves two things when we read this book – is this story going in the right direction? Is it taking us in the right direction? Can it make a difference so we don’t get into big trouble with global warming, etc?

First 2 books – perhaps not enough. This book – not sure. B/c his recommendations do not seem to make sense. 

Norm – qanat – pump under my house to remove the water that collects there … if every house had a qanat, is that a large-scale solution that could actually work?

Adrienne – this works for moderate community, but requires a certain topography, landscape, and ground water condition – assumes vertical movement of water

The cistern that you need here would be very big. It’s hard to adaptively add that to an existing home. 

Part of the problem is that the problems he identifies – we can’t go back in time. It’s going to take as long as it took to make the problem to fix it. It is going to take more patience that we have, socially, sometimes. 

In CA – 4 dams recently proposed in this state to replace the snow pack

Steven – global transportation of commodities ….  This book prompted this thought. This writer is clearly in the sustainability club. He accepts many of the same assumptions that we accept as being part of sustainability. More on the McKibben side – but there is no thought in his book on energy … When we are talking about water, we are not talking about energy; when we talk about energy, we are not talking about water … how can we have discussions about sustainability that are more integrative? 

Scale – in some cases small-scale is more sustainable; in other cases it is not

Sara – From the Midwest, E-85. Where’s the E-85? Soybeans – filling our cars with E-85 to save the environment. We use water to grow the soybeans to fuel the cars. 

Jane – plus pesticides

Christine – so much on people’s mind is energy use but not water use – this book tells a story but does not take it back to the personal level

Norm – has students do a carbon footprint at the end of the quarter and identify what they could do better (25-30 minute showers). 

Rob – if there is a linkage between sustainability and holism … what Steve brought up is  a dilemma of multi-disciplinarity …. However, even if we do good job at this, this is still not holistic. We want to solve it one piece at a time.

Kate – Linda V’s systems diagram – we need to start drawing out how these things are interconnected – perhaps this could be the nucleus for our course. 

Good about the book – so many of the issues we face are social and political. The water is being moved from those without power to those with power. 

All of these conservations seem to focus on human sustainability – but there are many other species on this planet that are being negatively impacted. 

In Ecuador, in their constitution, ecosytems now have the same rights as a human or a corporation

Jerry – are we all on the same page about what we want to sustain? (shaped by where you grew up, where you live)

Adrienne – we spend a lot of energy moving water around 

Alypios – 15% of the total energy in the U.S. is moving water around

Adrienne – agree with comment on socialization and perception – this book may be too human-based. Example: but porous cities are about ecosystems (which sticks out in the book)

As part of quarter elective on urban ecosystem, surveys suggest that visual cues to monitor ecological health change – part of class is to encourage students to see that we must talk about people when thinking about ecosystems

Adrienne’s Book Suggestions

Richard White – The Organic Machine – about the Colombia River

Joel Tarr – Search for the Ultimate Sink – history of air pollution, choice of disposal methods, etc.

Kate’s Book Suggestions

Sam Bingham – The Last Ranch – set in CO; importance of holistic perspective

Norm – 2 WSJ articles; “Oil, Water, a Volatile Mix in the U.S.” (converting shale to energy); “Water Worries Shape Energy Decisions” – some companies deciding not to go forward with energy plans b/c of the amount of water they will take up … water is positively impacting renewable energy sources

Also – conventional power plants are trying to figure out how to use less water. 

Steven – Private vs. public distribution of this resource, and the deeper issue of The Commons …. Democracy Now links – you are really talking about economics

These books we read are not multi-disciplinary … but there is a certain list of themes and dilemmas 

Brian – being charged for water – we (in the U.S.) would be shocked – yet, why do we assume it is free?

Alypios – but argument cuts both ways; we want the water that falls on our land but then the pollution our houses produces does not stay on what we own

Infrastructure – we have had a major switch wrt water from a public commodity to a private commodity. We are moving more and more in that direction, and it will cost more than it has in the past. And it should, b/c there is an impact. 

Is this the right way? The capitalist way? If the market were right it would be, but our market is corrupted … we need a new system, but we don’t have one, and that is there we are right now. 

We will get in trouble before we fix things.

Rob – we use this word consume; we take it in and it’s gone … but we are not consuming the water, we are moving it from one place to another; it’s not gone

Adrienne – this is a big flaw in the areas the author discusses – b/c of an absolute lack of sanitation infrastructure – but there is no mention of the loss of potable water b/c of black water in the book. This is an important cost to address. 

Steven – shifting to local issues. 

We are getting 2 new huge swimming pools, for instance. 

Cal Poly is a state-wide training center on irrigation techniques

Poly Canyon Village is innovative for this campus

Lake Nacimento (Lake San Antonio) – a local controversy to address – so low that water cannot be pulled out. Water primarily intended to address salt in ground water from sea water rather than drinking water

Kate – PR and Atascadero will be rationing their water

Cal Poly – Whale Rock Reservoir and Santa Margarita Lake

Do we need to have all the grassy green areas around campus? Shouldn’t we be a model?

Was told that Cal Poly has stores of water and is okay

Jonathan – EDES class – until recently possibly still today, Cal Poly did not meter the water service. 

In 2004, low-impact development competition – do water harvesting in the area of one building; green roofs; student housing on top of building … this is really plausible – Dexter lawn is important as a green lawn b/c of its social purpose … but Dexter Lawn is watered with potable water – what if grey water were used instead?

The amount of rain fall that falls on the architecture building would provide all the water that Dexter Lawn needs multiple times over.

This should be part of our master plan. 

Brian – Atascadero – being limited to watering lawns 3x a week; Brian is the big bad neighbor according to the housing association b/c he does not water, and is therefore bringing housing properties down …

Another Book Suggestion
Adrienne – The Moral Economy of the American Lawn – people most likely to understand the problems of watering their lawn, using pesticides, etc. are the most likely to do it b/c of a moral responsibility to their neighborhood; also associated with being a good parent in the U.S. – and this will not stop until we have a new aesthetic. 

Studies in Phoenix – if people know there fixtures are water-conserving, they actually take longer showers b/c they assume they are conserving – an excuse to use more

Steven – Pollan’s essay to the farmer-in-chief – about planting a veg garden at White House amongst other things. 

Another Book Suggestion
Book – The Edible Lawn

Rob – we know that with our lawns at Cal Poly, the rain water runs off … Soccer fields – plastic replacement needs to be watered and sprayed with antibiotics to keep players from getting ill

Steven – other problems with soccer fields – lights on when nobody is playing; fields flooded which is why replaced with plastic

We can use our local fiascos as subjects to highlight – how can we learn from our errors right here?

Jill – we need to draw the circle bigger than just the soccer field. A lot of work with Parks & Recreation in NY – grass fields can’t maintain if used by large numbers of people – where is the ethical decision? 

Alypios – those specific issues just need more thought; more issues investigated before the bulldozer is put in; with the debate of artificial vs. natural; or the size of the fields (99% of time not use) – first question we should ask is how much is it really needed? How many times is this field going to be utilized? How many resources?

Is having a site of natural grass that is not pristine all the time just being used as an excuse to put in artificial. In Italy, kids play on dirt except for top games.

Reducing the number of urinal stall in Engineering 4 when it was redesigned – based on permitting rules

Kate – we must understand the laws that drive this dysfunctional behavior; in Morro Bay, we can’t capture our own waste water and use it on our gardens

Adrienne – We could all reduce our water use a great deal and the biggest way to do this is to eat less water-intensive food. This is a much harder educational sell. We need to get people to start thinking about how much water did it take to grow this?

Kate – conversation about including a footprint on all of our food so we could figure out oil consumption, water consumption

Stuff – the book – focused on consumption. Has discussion of water as a hidden cost of most of our consumption

Rob – problems with statistics that look at water use – b/c when you get in the background to those numbers it includes water from growing, processing, etc. – for example, part of the water use in producing lettuce is the water used to watch it – but where does that water go? Right back out to water fields. The water used in meat-processing plants is used in local farms, in the economy of that community …. Distrusts most of those numbers

Brad – thought that some of the statistics were surprising – but found that this was one of the more compelling parts of the books – initially, thought the only thing to take away from the book was fear – but it was the statistics he was using in terms of virtual water to be a compelling and teachable thing to take-away

The other large-scale thing he offered – this primitivist strain – this large-scale return, more simple, more local, more common-sensical – a paradigm of deconstruction – but this is in contrast to the current economic discussions, which have the discourse of construction in a moment of economic crisis. 

Jonathan – a bit skeptical of the numbers in the book b/c of a lack of citation of sources, lack of real bibliography, lack of footnotes – but based on other sources, the numbers may be off a bit but they are not ridiculous – it’s a matter of degree.

Ultimately the story of our relationship with water is a story of hubris. 

Another Book Suggestion
Mark Reisner – Cadillac Desert – development of water resources in the West – short-term vision vs long-term thinking

A 2nd paradigm shift – must grasp the long-term rather than the short-term

Mark Twain – whiskey’s for drinkin, water’s for fighting

Another Book Suggestion
John McPhee – the Control of Nature – about the Army Corps of Engineers and the Mississippi

What we need to do is an intellectual thing, a change in awareness – we need to start thinking this way, even if the numbers are a bit – very useful pedagogically

Michael Pollan is coming to campus in the Fall Quarter !

Jane – primitivist does not mean only bucolic – urban farming in Philly and Detroit – we should read a book on this 

Alypios – the lawn here is a habit – as well as an emphasis on aesthetics, which is very U.S. based – compared to Italy where the not so pretty apples are more expensive. The lawn looks good, but doesn’t offer a lot more than that --- we need to educate our students on this a bit more in that area. 

Rob – waterparadigm.org – small water cycle vs. large water cycle – keeping water in an area longer to support the local economy 

Steven – not not using water, but using water in ways that contribute to biodiversity …

We are meeting in a different venue next time – see Steven’s email.

Biomimicry author has a Ted Talk on the web.

Again, Steven will be sending out invite to start participating in the course proposal process. 

On T evening in fireplace room, sustainable potluck with EDES course, then afterwards past projects will be showcased

