Sustainability Book Club February 6 Discussion Notes

A. Jonathan’s presentation

1. Background on Bill McKibben

a) Credibility

(1) Harvard grad; teaches at Middlebury

(2) New Yorker writer before change in management; fact checking; well documented claims

b) Works

(1) The End of Nature—1989, predicting Climate Change Crisis, ahead of the curve

(2) McKibben Reader

(3) American Earth – editor of collection of short writings on environment, good GE textbook

c) Deep Economy

(1) General

(a) Articulate 

(b) Does justice to complexity of issue; acknowledges need for growth, up to a point

(c) Not as extreme localism as that advocated by Wendell Berry, his ally and fellow Christian

(d) Both involved in Anti globalist movement—WTO

(2) Structure

(a) Five chapters

(b) Introduction—general thesis stated: More and better are divergent; critique of grwoth

(c) Renunciation of general consensus of last 30 years in response to our train wreck economy and environment

(i) Wall-E

(ii) Greenspan—we were wrong

(iii) McNamara

(d) Chapter two tests proposition with discussion of our food system, consideration of counter examples of local food systems in Vermont

(i) It would be easier to achieve this in SLO than Burlington because of climate

2. Discussion

a) Critique by Alypios 

(1) Questioning economic growth is not new idea

(a) Kicked around in 70’s; lots of literature

(b) Disappeared because it was based on exaggerated claims about limits to growth, end of oil, population bomb

(2) This position needs to be backed by adequate factual support or it’s crying wolf

b) Defense 

(1) Norm

(a) resource constraints are much more evident now 

(b) We’re in a teachable time

(2) Jonathan

(a) Not new, but McKibben and others deserve credit for sticking to their guns through Reagan era, when they were ignored

c) General discussion

(1) Steven

(a) Present stimulus and bailout policies of Obama admin ignore McKibben’s point, assume the value of unlimited growth

(2) Karen

(a) The idea of measuring happiness rather than GDP is provocative and helpful

(3) Jonathan

(a) Idea of community vs hyperindividualism is also old but valid

(4) Norm

(a) Can the economy succeed by reduction of consumption

(b) Where did McKibben come up with 10K per capita is optimum for happiness

(5) Jennifer Becker

(a) Willingness of people to shift lifestyle is higher than expected—even in South Florida

(6) Steven

(a) Localism as breakdown of empire—like Roman and Mayan

(i) “Dark Ages,” Balkanization, tribalism as bad and good

(b) Christine

(c) Small communities don’t allow for diversity of perspective or culture

(7) Chandrika

(a) How can our excess consumerism be countered? Education and marketing.

(i) Faith religion

(ii) Yoga

(iii) Environmentalism education, appreciation of Nature

(iv) Adopt as positive value

(b) India is aping the west—consumption as status

(8) Norm and Jonathan

(a) Stick approach also necessary for education

(b) Products need to reflect costs

(c) Food economy subsidized

(d) Transportation subsidized

(e) Reveal what’s been done to distort economy

(9) Brian 

(a) McKibben’s vision of strengthening community; model of farmers markets

(b) Hard to do that, we don’t talk to people

(c) Don’t talk to people on bus

(10) Jonathan

(a) Gated community is opposite end of municipal community where people of different socio economic backgrounds mix

(b) William White, Urban design to bring people together

(11) Hunter

(a) Cal Poly Organic Farm and present day Ukiah intentional community are examples of McKibben’s communitarian ideas—both are comfortable and sustainable in resource use

(12) Adrienne

(a) Localism is possible in urban areas: Portland and Seattle have zoning ordinances promoting farmers markets and cooperatives by limiting supermarkets within close proximity

(b) On McKibben’s point about Detroit: Depopulating cities are incorporating agriculture in abandoned spaces, but this isn’t optimum use of waste of intense infrastructure

(13) Jane 

(a) Book is already outdated

(i) Emerging scholarship, we vs. me generation

(ii) Younger people’s momentum

(iii) Japanese call present generation: a clear light

(iv) Internet affords opportunity for sophistication

(b) Dangers of Buy American clause in Obama stimulus; could lead to trade war

(i) Jonathan: World Trade—global trade is a Ponzi scheme

(c) On Appropriate technology

(i) Amish are not opposed to technology; they decide as community, do we want this? What will change our way of life. Chart of their decisions about specific technologies distributed

(14) Gerrie

(a) having an economy based on durability rather than growth helps provide jobs for the poor.  This is discussed by McKibben and examples of this can be found on p67 where he cites that low input farming in the UK employs twice as many people.  Another example is on p207 where he talks about rabbit farming in China.  

(b) Even though I strongly support the concept of subsidized housing for the poor, it does not bring them self sufficiency and dignity if there are no jobs for them to take back their lives and not have to rely on others financially.   The success of community depends on everyone being able to play a role that makes them feel empowered.

(c) We also need to acknowledge the dichotomy that those who are in a better financial position tend to be the ones advocating less growth, whereas communities that are just coming out of survival mode because of growth in their country (e.g. India & China) are finally being able to have proper living quarters, more food and more recreational time.   How do we deal with this dichotomy sensitively?  One group sees how we are denigrating our planet, the other group has never had the time to consider such issues because they have had to spend all their time and energy concentrating on survival.
