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Dear friends,

& kx‘ This month’s commentary takes a somewhat longer view than usud,
Y looking a the meaning for humanity of the upcoming decade in light of

% both our ancient past and the corresponding chalenges we may face
_ '; over the next two centuries.

—Bill Herbst
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PLUMBING

Inthe hierarchy of human needs, notians such as freedom, i ndependence, and democracy are lovely concepts,
but they areway down thelist insignificance. Thosel ofty abstractionscan’t hold can’t hold a candleto
plumbing. That'swhat redly isthebottom line Plumbing.

When | usetheterm “plumbing,” I’'m not ta king about fancy bath fixtures. I’ m referring to theinfrastructure of
waste management. Plumbing—in the particular way | meen it here—concerns therecyding of goparent waste
products of lifeand ther efficient return to thewel | of resources.

A significant part of thebrillianceof nature on earth is her mastery of plumbing. Everything that lives and
existswill eventudly die break down, or pass awvay in destruction, and natura sd ection has worked out ways
to return everything that’s used up, broken, or dead back into thebucket of raw materids from which more and
abundant new lifesprings forth. Earth’s recycling biosystems are astonishing in their compl exity and stunning
inther efficiency. Nature s seeming wisdomin thisisfar beyond anything human beings have ever created.
Thebest we can hopeto achieveis apaleimitation of natura systems. We restill |earning that hard truth,
however, and we ve cometo a tipping point, a crossroads of monumentd propartions

During mog of thepast two million years of hominid evol ution in higher primates, we were simply part of
nature s plumbing, just another speciesin theextraordinary chan of interdependence, whereeverythingeats
everything d se Then, with theappearance of homo sapienssapiens(tha’s us, friends) about 50,000 years ago,
achangewas set into motion. Human bei ngs used our big brains and d everness to find ways to separate our
livesfrom thenaturd environment. In effect, we have devoted oursd vesto thecreation of atificid



environments that areto one degree or another divorced from naturd biosygems, even aswe continuetordy
on thebounty those systems provide.

Over themost recent epoch in our brief history, two deve opments occurred that stand out boldly in thelarger
scheme of things, two revol utions that changed nearly everything about the human condition and our rdaion to
nature. The first revol ution took hold roughly 10,000years ago (giveor take amillenniaor two) in agriculture,
when we stopped livingas smal bands of mobile hunter-forager s and settled intol ocdity-based cultivation of
crops (monoculture) and domestication of animas (as food sources). Though some plant and numerous anima
speci es havetricks or adgptatiors to attract or concentratethe r food sources, no other specieswe know of has
ever created anythingliketherevol ution of human agri culture, which was so radicd that it caused a breachin
our connection to thenatura world. No longer werewe integrated i nto theinterwoven ecol ogy around us;
agriculturedlowed usto stand atop natureand force her, at | esst to someextent, to do our bidding. Civilization
aswe know it emerged initidly out of thisfirst revol ution, d ong with ownership, money, hierarchica
domination (slavery), empire, and war.

Onthesurface, our divorcefrom nature through agri culturewas a huge success for humanity. In skimming off
the cream of nature s bounty, we moved from temporary encanpments to permanent villages, theninto larger
towns and cities. As density increased in living arrangements, so did theoverd | popul aion, which beganto
doubl e and redouble more qui ckly, dthoughmuch time passed beforethat exponentid curvewoul d spike
upwardsdramaticdly.

Thenearly verticd spikein popu aion occurred very recently, during the second of thetwo profound

revol utions. Agriculturemay have set us on theroad toward separation from nature, but the Industria
Revoluionof the 19th-20th centuries was (dmost literd ly) like pouring gasolineon thefire. M echani zation
dlowed adramaticincreaseof land under cultivation, and the unexpected bounty of oil-derived chemistry let us
squeeze out ever-higher crop yid ds per acre.

Thested plow brokethecrust of American prairies, then theadded fertilizers and pestici des streamlined the
essew ith which faamers could convert thediversified biosystemsof grasslandsinto monocul ture cropland,
resulting in thefabled “amber waves of grain from seato shining sea” Thebreadbasket of America fed the
world, &t | eest for abrief period.

Viewed from a short-term perspective, thiswas fabul ous! M orefood, more markets, more cal ories per capita
Wedth, longevity, the cornucopiaof ddights. M oregrain meant more cows, more hogs, more chickens—pre-
digested proten. Industrid technol ogy revol utioni zed fi shing, and the oceans were scoured for their harvest.
For industridized first-worl d nations the second ha f of the 20th century wasthefeest to end dl feasts. We
gorged oursdves a thetable. Consumer technol ogy meant an end to canning and root cdlars. Now wecould
just motor down to thegrocery storeand stock our freezers for thewinter. Globdi zation brought food from
every region of theglobe Seasons vani shed. No morewaiting for lae-summer tomaoes, and weget plums
from Peruin thedeed of winter. Isthisfantastic or what?

W, itisfantastic (asin fantasy-based—which seem to bethe only pursuits Ameri can soci ety cares about), but
the“or what?” istheproblem. In our mad rush to tameor conquer nature, we have succeeded in foulingour
own nest. What is considered agriculturadly “moreefficient” in human termsis shockingly inefficient,
disturbing, and incressingly destructiveto the earth’s plumbing systems. 25,000 years of amassed wisdom
about how to find or grow food in harmony with nature have been forgotten or intentiond ly di scarded by
indugria soc eties with masseconomies. To make matters worse, we are fast gpproaching the outer limitsand
dramatic downturn of supposedly “high-yidd” industrid farming.

For anyoneinterested in understanding the difference between truly susta nablefar ming and destructive
monoculture, | highly recommend asmadl book, “The One-Straw Revolution,” by the Jgpanese farmer
Masanobu Fukuoka. This dassicfrom the 1970s combines common-sensereverence with technica prowessin
| earning how natureworks, and how we can emul ae her waysin farming to our mutua benefit. Fukuoka's
method isnot merdy “organic farming” withaout chemicd pesticides, but with notilling or fertilizersaswell.
Highyid ds are achieved using | ess human or mechanicd 1abor and without any erosion or exhaustion of
fertility by returning to theearth dl wetake from it, protecting and conserving the soil and watersheds bel ow by
continual ground cover and mul ch, thus keegping theland diveand vibrant. I n asane world, thisishow we
would feed oursel ves.
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Extractive Economies

Both agriculture and industry are practi ced in contemporary society as“extractiveeconomies.” Nature
distributes her resources. She uses her plumbing systemsof recycdling wasteto spread out the various d ements,
thus dil uting ther toxi city whil ereintegrating them into thelife-enhancing streeam. M odern agri cul tureand
indugry extract from theearth only those d ements that humans consider useful to our endeavors, concentrating
them by filtering out whatever we regard as“usd ess’ to our immedi ate concerns.

Timber compani es may replant after clear-cutting, but they cannot replace ol d-growth tropica and bored
forests, which are compl ex ecosystems essentid to therenewd of life. Dams designed to“tame’ rivers destroy
the habita of wild s mon, and the oceans have been dangerously overfished. Soil erosion, water shed depl etion,
and globd desertification from extracti vefarming are now staggering abuses. Even the birds and thebess are
vanishing. Thegrowing list of i nterwoven repercussi onsfrom accd erating ecol ogica devastetionis
breathtaking. In so many ways, we humansignore and upset theba ance of naturef or short-term benefit or
profit. This resultsin desol aion and there ntroduction of toxicity into theworld.

Consder mining. Theextraction of minerd sinvolves digging up mass veamountsof earth, then using huge
guantities of water and chemicd sto | eech out what we want from theremoved substrate. For instance, arsenic
iscommanly used in awater bath to separategold, silver, copper and other “ precious metd's.” Thewastewater
runoff from these operati onsconta ns concentrated toxinsthat seep into theground it f and down to the
watersheds degp bel ow.

Near Butte, Montana, what is cdled theBerkd ey Pit was oncethelargest truck-operated open-pit copper mine
intheU.S. Mining compenies dug up onebillion tonsof earth, from which they extracted copper and some
silver. Runoff from the chemica |eeching process has now formed ahuge | ake of highly acidicweter, |aced
with toxins such as arsenic and cyanide. Thousands of birds arekilled every year by simpy landing inthelake
or si pping the poi sonous water. (Mining companiesinsist that the birds diebecauseof “bad diets.”) Theentire
areain and around Butteis now consi dered by environmentdiststo be oneof themost toxicsitesin America

Thisiswhat extractiveeconomies do. Agricultureand industry squeeze out from theearth whatever paticular
resources they seek, usudly through theadditionof intensive chemicd toxins (fertilizers, herbicides,
insecticides, ar senic baths, etc.), to producether concentrated products (food and minerds). They destroy the
soil, pollutethe groundweter, disrupt the eco-ba ance, and endanger usdl so that somecan profit financidly. In
the 14th century, with hand-tilling of fid ds, limited mining, and a totd human popul ation of only 300 million,
thiswas not an urgent problem. Nature coul d still asorb our disruptionsand heal thewoundsto her plumbing
systems. Today, with industrid farming, mechani zed mining on amassivescd e, and 6.6 billion human bengs
we have overwhd med nature s ability to absorb the damageto her systems of life-renewd . The plumbingis not
only dogged, but broken.

Aswith so many humen endeavors, alittlebit of agricultureis brilliant; toomuch of it is downright stupid. The
scd eof our endeavors makes all the difference in meaning and consequence. 10,000 years ago, no one

consi dered that agriculture coul d eventud ly backfire on humanity by exhaustingand polluting the earth. Even
200 years ago, such an outcomewas inconceivable. Not so today. Now thehandwritingisonthewdl,inbig,
bold I etters, dthough you' d be hard-pressed to know that by lookingat how we continueto conduct business.
Theinextricabl elinkage of modern agri cultureto economics, finances, commercid markets, and thewhole
complex of our socid structures and i nstitutionsmakes us not only resistant to change, but nearly blindtoits
urgent necessity. Fnancid Capitd ispursued as a single-minded obsesson. Living Capitd isonly an
afterthought, if thought of a dl.

Can thejuggernaut be stopped beforewe plungeover into the abyss? Probably not. This does not mean that
“theendisnigh,” however. Insteed, it impiestha thesystemsinplacehaveto break down before they can be
meaningfully rebuilt. Despitetak of “greene” agriculturein thecorporate marketpl ace, progressivereforms
are vary unlikdy. Aslong as no serious di suptions occur in commerce and corporate profits, changeswill be
pi ecemed—more public rd ai onsimage-management than any substantid revision of busi ness-as-usud. What
will foment the coming revol ution iseconomic and institutiona collgpse, brought about by a diverseset of
triggersthat cumulatively push usto criticd mass.
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Though oneneed not believein or study astrology to seeit, thisiswha Civilizationd Astrologytdlsus. The
coming dignment of Uranusin Ariesreaching first-quarter squareto Pluto in Capricorn over thenext 15 years
lays out in no uncertain termstheinevitability of institutiona collgpse, with both implosions and explosionsin
economics and finance. Thisrevisitationof outer-planet archetypes that digned duri ng the Great Depression of
the 1930s and again during chalengesto theculturd status quo in the 1960s occurs next in the 2010s. We have
been gorging oursd ves a thetabl e and squabbling over who gets the bi ggest dessert, but we re about to get a
rude awvakening from thekitchen.

Unfortunatdy, conflictswill intensify over theremaning food a our dwindling banquet. Thewarsand
pogromsof the 20th century—despitetheir seemingrationadesin rdigion or socid ideol ogies—werefindly
about power and control inhow theeconomic pieis sliced. Thosegeopolitica games are still with us—in some
ways morenow than ever before, given peak oil and thelong slideinto energy scarcity. Wars of empireare
dready ongoing, and further resource wars could easily beamong thetriggers provoking collapse.

Colletively, webehave asif no crisiswereimminent. And yet, hundreds of millionsof individudsareall too
aware of thedangerous waterfd| a theend of theserapids. Thebad newsistha weare headed over thosefdls.
All the canoes are tied together, and the cascade of big canoes (governmentd, corporate, and institutiona ) that
go over thefallsfirstto crash ontherocks be ow will pull ontheflotillaof smdler skiffs behind (communities,
families, and individuas), lurching them suddenly toward the edge. Thegood news isthat many of thesesmadl
boaswill cut looseand paddl etoward shore bef orebeing swept over into disaster.

That visud metgphor issimpigic, of course, and giveslittletrueindication of the extraordinary rippl e effects
of financid metdown or socid collapse. Every imagi nabl erepercussi on will probably occur, from hystericd
atempts a | ock-down by authoritiesto maintain control or restoreorder (which are unlikdy tosucceed, in my
opinion), to heroi c acts and nobl e sacrificeon the part of individuds. Great di sasters do indeed bring out the
best and worst in human nature. Somewher e between those extremes lies amiddl e ground of shared work in
restructuring commerce to keep theworl d turning.

So, weareapproaching adecade of shock and awakening from our blissful reverie. We reabout to get jdted
with a40,000-volt catleprod of our own making. Thedecade of the2010swill unfold as another lightning-bolt
chapter in therecently accel erated evol ution of humanity toward substantive changein how we live work, and
play on thisgarden planet.

Beyond that, however, inthelonger view, where is humanity headed over the next 200 years? How will we
dter thewayswe structure soci ety and busi ness? Can we achieveagenerd reverence for naturethat has so far
been felt passionately and pragmaticaly only by asd ect minority throughout prior human history? Can we
dodgethebullet of thegun we vemade and amed a our own heads? Might we gentl e our adol escent
aggression, give up our longstandi ng ways of domi nence and submi ssian, extend our vision beyond the short-
term, and find better means to reconcile group conformity and rugged i ndividudity, theneed to be ong versus
thedesireto stand gpart?

Wehaveallot to learn about plumbing, and preciouslittletimeto do so. One facet of that remedid education
will bethereform of extracti ve economiesintorenewing economies. Wewill soon assess profits and costs very
differently than we do now—through the redefinition of both coll ectiveresponsibility and persond freedom.
That will required! the maturity and wisdom we can muster.

Bill Herbst residesin Olympia, Washington. To learn about his tel ephone sessions with clients go to
hisweb ste a www.billherbst.com, and click on the link in the upper right corner for Sessions FAQ.
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