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During the 1970s and 1980s, when
the environmental movement
exploded around the world, we
forgot in large part that there were
human beings involved in many of
the issues. We forgot that we were
part of the problem and must ulti-
mately be part of the solution. I
think the exciting aspect of the
environmental movement today is
that we no longer see a separation
between issues concerning com-
munities, people and the planet.
We have come to understand that
if we don't deal with issues of
poverty, hunger, injustice and
insecurity, we are not going to
save the environment, because all
these problems are interlinked.
And if we lack spiritual values, we
cannot learn to live in balance
with the rest of Creation.

WE are unlike other
mammals because not
only do we have A lor
of people, we Have A
lot of technology.

The issues you are dealing with at
this convention are central to the
question of whether we will ulti-
mately achieve sustainable com-
munities and a sustainable planet.

The new millennium: A
cause for celebration?

We recently celebrated the end of
the 20th century and the begin-
ning of a new millennium. There
is much to celebrate, especially
over the last 100 years. The
achievements of humankind have
been absolutely amazing, from

antibiotics to telecommunications,
genetic engineering, computers
and space travel. The past decade
alone saw the longest period of
peacetime economic growth in
human history. It's not surprising
that many people in the industrial-
ized countries of the world ush-
ered in the year 2000 with great
expectations of endless growth,
change and progress.

But the celebrations of last New
Year's Eve masked a far darker
reality. While we boast of some
500 multi-billionaires on Earth,

3 billion people—half the popula-
tion of the planet—struggle to sur-
vive on less than $3 a day. Surely
we should measure human
progress not in terms of the
obscenely wealthy but on the state
of the most vulnerable, the poor-
est and the most frail in our soci-
ety. By that criterion, I think we
have much to hang our heads for,
not celebrate, over the last 100
years.

Could it be that the spectacular
economic gains of the last few
years are an illusion created by
robbing future generations of their
rightful legacy? I fear that our
progress has been acquired by
tampering with the biological,
physical and chemical features of
the planet that are the very source
of our survival and our existence
and that should be our legacy to
all future generations.

FROM SpPECIES TO SUPER
SPECIES

Throughout virtually the entire his:
tory of humanity's existence on
Earth, nature was vast, abundant
and endlessly self-renewing. We
were one species among millions,
all sharing in the planet's produc-

tivity. We weren't very different
from other species, and not very
impressive in physical terms. We
did have one great advantage over
other creatures: the most complex
structure in the known universe,
the human brain. That brain gave
us a tremendous memory, a
capacity for remembering and a
sense of curiosity and inventive-
ness.

A mere ten thousand years ago,
humanity underwent a fundamen-
tal shift called the agricultural revo-
lution. No longer were we hunter-
gatherers and nomads; now we
had a dependable source of food,
and we could begin to establish
permanent settlements and to dif-
ferentiate tasks. But nature
remained our touchstone, our ref-
erence, our source of inspiration
and living.

It was in the last century that
humanity underwent an absolutely
revolutionary shift, turning into
what I have called a super species.
(My latest book is entitled From
Naked Ape to Super Species.) This
occurred through the conjunction
of a number of factors, the most
obvious being our numbers.

When Jesus Christ was born, it is
estimated that there were 200 mil-
lion human beings on Earth. It
then took almost 2000 years to
reach the first one billion people.
When I was born in 1936, we had
just doubled to two billion and
today we have over six billion. In
my lifetime the population of the
planet has tripled. Nothing in a
finite world can continue to grow
indefinitely and exponentially. The
only question is how much higher
can it go before nature dictates a
huge population crash.
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We are now the most numerous
mammal on the planet. But, unlike
other mammals, we have the
added muscle power of technolo-
gy to increase our impact on the
earth.

From cars to computers, birth con-
trol pills and space travel, virtually
the entire history of modern tech-
nology has been developed within
the last 100 years. At the same
time that our numbers have been
increasing, our technology has
been rising even more steeply. But
there's more. We have acquired a
tremendous consumptive appetite.

We are hyper-consumers. We con
sume at least ten times as much
per person as people did at the
beginning of the last century. It's
ironic to me that in the 19th cen-
tury consumption meant wasting
away. That's exactly what is hap-
pening to the planet today.

One of the most humiliating statis-
tics I know is that in the last 40
years the average size of a
Canadian family has decreased by
50 percent while the average size
of a Canadian house has doubled.
Why? Because we are super-
consumers and we have a lot of
stuff. But nobody asks, "How
much is enough? Does all this
make us happier?" The average
house built today in Canada has
one bathroom per occupant. When
I grew up in the 1940’s and 1950's
in Ontario, there were six of us in
one house with one bathroom. Yet
1 don't remember lining up.

Consumption is driven by the
global economy, which sees the
entire planet as a potential
resource for transnational corpora-
tions and all of humanity as a

potential market for their products.
The combination of these fac-
tors—the explosive increase in
human numbers, our enormous
rise in technological power, our
tremendous consumptive demand,
and the global economy that feeds
it—has made us into a super
species. Suddenly, we are able to
alter the planet on a scale that no
other species in 4 billion years has
been able to do. And in the
process, we are undermining the
life support systems of the Earth.

State of the Earth today
Since the industrial revolution 200
years ago, human beings have
added 30 percent more carbon
dioxide to the atmosphere. At this
rate, we are going to double the
amount by 2050. The overwhelm-
ing consensus of climatologists is
that global warming is real and
occurring at a rate that will have
disastrous consequences.

Our use of artificial fertilizers has
doubled the amount of nitrogen in
the soil and completely altered the
community of life that gives soil
its fertility. Rain and irrigation
cause the nitrogen to run off and
pollute rivers, lakes and oceans
with catastrophic blooms of plank-
ton and algae.

Our one species has now taken
over 40 to 50 percent of the land
area of the Earth and changed it
by clear-cut logging, damming,
farming, cities and highways. We
are now using over 50 percent of
the readily available fresh water
on the planet. Some 70 percent of
marine fishes used by humans are
now being fished at the absolute
maximum or are already in serious
decline. The northern cod off
Newfoundland are commercially

o

extinct. British Columbia’s salmon
are disappearing in dozens of
rivers.

We are causing the sixth major
extinction in Earth’s history, dri-
ving 35 to 50 thousand species out
of existence every year. Twenty
percent of all bird species are
already extinct. I have been at
meetings where biologists are talk-
ing about the consequences of
losing 50 to 80 percent of mam-
mals and birds in the next 100
years! And we have altered eco-
systems around the world by
deliberately or accidentally intro-
ducing new species.

In The last 40 yeaRs
THe AveragGe size of A
Canadian family has
decreased by 20 per-
cent ANd THE AVERAGE

size of A Canadian
house has doubled.

When I travel to different parts of
the world, I seek out elders, peo-
ple who are 70 or 80 years old
and I ask them, "What was it like
here when you were a child?"
Everywhere I go—the Serengeti,
the Amazon, Vancouver—the
answer is the same: "It used to be
so different." There used to be
trees as far as you could see, birds
in numbers you can't imagine,
rivers teeming with fish. But there
aren't anymore.

QOur elders are a living record of
the enormous changes that have
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happened to this Earth within the
lifespan of a single human life.
You only have to project the tra-
jectory of change in their lifetimes
into the future and ask, "If we
continue at that rate, what are we
leaving for our children?" Until
very recent times our collective
impact was so small, it didn't mat-
ter what we did. But today we
don't have that luxury because
taken all together humanity’s
impact is too powerful for the
Earth to absorb.

The limits of knowledge

I began my media career in 1962.
When I was given a chance to do
some television, [ thought, "T'll
explain to Canadians why science is
so important and they'll see that they
have to support it more generously!”
It was completely selfish on my part.
Fortunately, I was derailed from that
intent by a woman whom I've never
met but who had an enormous
effect on my life.

Her name was Rachel Carson and in
1962 she published a book called
Silent Spring. In it, she argued that
human beings are an integral part of
nature. When we use powerful pes-
ticides to kill insects, we are mistak-
en if we think it will not ultimately
affect us. As a result of Silent Spring,
millions of people, including me,
became involved in what became
the first "green wave" of the envi-
ronmental movement.

I was concerned then with issues
like clear-cut logging, toxic indus-
trial pollution, nuclear power and
nuclear weapons. 1 believed that
the problem was very simple.
Human beings were taking too
much out of the environment and
putting back too much toxic chem-
icals and waste. The solution was
to regulate and then enforce the
regulations.

But as those struggles went on, 1
began to realize that something
didn't make sense. How can we
regulate when our knowledge is
so limited?

The sense of atrach-
ment of indigenous
peoples 1o The Earth
is fundamentally dif-
ferent fROM OURS.

When DDT was synthesized, the
inventor was awarded the Nobel
Prize, because it was perceived to
be a chemical that killed insects
but didn't harm other animals. It
was only many years later, after
DDT had been used all over the
world, that biologists
discovered a phe-

upper atmosphere CFCs destroy
ozone. We didn't know about
these effects, so how could we
regulate them?

Mark my words: genetically modi-
fied organisms are going to be
exactly the same thing. It's one
thing to do experiments in a test
tube. It's another thing to allow
genetically modified creatures into
the wild and into our food. All
kinds of things are going to hap-
pen that we can't predict because
our knowledge is so limited.

Earth, air, fire ANd wATER
In the late 1970s, I did a nature
program on the battle over log-
ging on the Queen Charlotte
[slands. Interviewing a young
Haida artist, I asked him, “Why
are you fighting so hard against
logging when your communities
have 80 percent unemployment
and logging brings money into

nomenon called "bio-
magnification": as
you go up the food
chain, the DDT
becomes concentrat-
ed hundreds of thou-
sands of times. We
couldn’t regulate
DDT at the time it
was first invented
because we didn't
know enough to pre-
dict what the effects
would be.

The same thing hap-
pened with CFCs. We
manufactured CFCs
by the millions of
pounds and used
them and they waft-
ed up in the atmos-
phere. Years later we
discovered that in the
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your community?” He said, “If they
cut the trees down, we won't be
Haida any more. We'll be like
everyone else.”

That answer changed my life. I
was confronted with a fundamen-
tally different way of looking at
the world. To the Haida, people
don't end at their skin or their
fingertips. Being Haida means
being intimately connected to the
land, air, water, trees, fish and
birds.

Since then, I have travelled to
many parts of Canada and the
world, meeting indigenous people.
Their sense of attachment to the
Earth is fundamentally different
from ours. I realized that there
was something to learn from abo-
riginal people. They call the Earth
their Mother and believe that we
are made of the four basic ele-
ments of the cosmos: earth, air,
fire and water. This actually is true
not simply in a metaphoric or
poetic way, but in a scientifically
accurate way.

When a baby leaves its mother's

body, the very first thing it needs
is a breath of air, and from that
point on it will breathe 20 to 40
times a minute until its final gasp
on its death bed. Air, to me, is the
most sacred element you can
imagine because it is what keeps
us alive. We are air in the most lit-
eral sense. We share it not only
with each other, but with the
worms and snakes and birds and
trees. We are all a single skin of
life on the surface of the planet
held together by this wonderful
matrix of air.

What intelligent creature, knowing
that air is a sacred substance,
would use it as a toxic dump?

Coal miners used to take canaries
down in the coal mines. When the
canary keeled over, they didn't
stop to debate whether it was dan-
gerous, they got out of there as
fast as they could. Today our chil-
dren have become canaries! When
I was a boy growing up in the
1940s I never heard the word
"asthma." Now one of every five
children under the age of four in

1

Canada has asthma. The real solu-
tion to asthma is not a better puffer.
It's to clean up the airl

We are also water: 60 percent of our
bodies by weight. Every day we
have to eat food and drink fluids to
make up for the water that we lose.
Our bodies know exactly how much
we need. The hydrologic cycle of
evaporation, condensation, evapora-
tion means that every glass of water
we drink has millions of molecules
from the oceans of the world, the
canopy of the Amazon forest, the
steppes of Russia, the grasslands of
Canada.

Water, like air, is a glue that links all
of us around the planet. Yet again
we use water, this sacred element,
as a toxic dump. It doesn't make
sense!

We are also earth. Every bit of the
food that we eat for our nutrition
was once alive. Our relationship
with food is one of the most inti-
mate we have with another crea-
ture. We take food into our bodies
and make it into our very sub-
stance. Yet we douse our plants and
animals with chemicals—pesticides,
herbicides, hormones—and think
somehow that we are immune,
Why don’t we realize that we are
ultimately spraying ourselves?

And we are fire. Life needs energy.
Every bit of the energy in our bod-
ies we use to grow and move
comes from sunlight. Plants absorb
sunlight, transforming it into chemi-
cal energy that can be stored so that
creatures like us can eat plants and
recover it. Every bit of the energy
we liberate by burning oil, gas, coal,
wood and peat is actually sunlight
captured by plants. We are fire
because we are made up of sun-

light.
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The ultimate miracle for me is
realizing that the delivery mecha-
nism for these four basic ele-
ments—earth, air, fire and water—
is life itself, the diverse web of liv-
ing things that biologists call "bio-
diversity."

Four billion years ago, before
there was any life on Earth, the air
was absolutely poisonous, rich in
carbon dioxide with no oxygen. It
was only when plants discovered
photosynthesis and began to use
sunlight to store energy that oxy-
gen was created as a by-product.
Over millions of years, plants
changed the atmosphere from a
carbon dioxide-rich one to an
oxygen-rich one.

To this very day it is the web of
green things on Earth that trans-
forms the air, cleansing it of car-
bon dioxide and putting in oxy-
gen. It is the diversity of organ-
isms that gives us water. It's tree
roots, soil fungi and bacteria that
filter the water to make it clean
and drinkable. Life creates the soil
we depend on to grow our food.
Life recovers all of that energy
from the sunlight flooding the
Earth and repackages it for our
use. Life creates, renews and
cleanses the basic elements that all
life needs for survival.

Yet one super species is now trans-
forming all those things. We're using
air, water and soil as a toxic dump.
We're burning energy too quickly
for the Earth to absorb its by-prod-
ucts. And we are attacking the web
of biodiversity and destroying the
very source of our basic elements. It
is suicidal. It's urgent that we recog-
nize the sanctity of the basic ele-
ments that sustain us.

Love and A sense of the
sacred

Our biological needs are clean air,
clean water, clean soil, and clean
energy, and biodiversity will deliv-
er those things to us. But we are
also social creatures, and one of
the astonishing things I have dis-
covered is that the most funda-
mental need we have as social
animals is love.

Love is the very force that human-
izes us, that makes us capable of
empathizing with other human
beings and allows us to realize
our full human potential.

We Need 10 under-
stand THAT THERE ARE
forces far beyond
our ability 10

coMpReHENd.

If you look at studies on children
who grew up during troubled
times in places like Cambodia,
Rwanda, Bosnia or Rumania, who
have had food, clothing and shel-
ter but have not been loved, you
find that they are fundamentally
crippled physically and psychical-
ly. They die sooner than children
who have been given love. .

There are many communities in
Canada today that are sadly
unable to provide the kind of
environment where children can
grow up assured of love. Chronic
unemployment leads to violence,
drug abuse, high levels of suicide
and heart attacks. Yet we live
within an economic system that

®

considers unemployment neces-
sary to provide a work force. I.
believe that we must strive for full
employment because it is key to
providing the conditions for our
children to experience love.

We need to ensure security.
Without security, justice and equi-
ty, a society is unable to maximize
the opportunity for love. Our soci-
eties must promote the growth of
strong families and love.

But we are not only biological
beings and social creatures—we
are spiritual animals. Here is
where 1 feel that we have the
greatest need of all in this millen-
nium. We have come to believe
that we are the very reason why
life on this planet exists, that noth-
ing is sacred.

But we need a sense of the
sacred. We need to understand
that there are forces far beyond
our ability to comprehend, let
alone control or manage. We need
to understand that we came from
the natural world and will ulti-
mately return to the natural world.

We need to relearn that nature is
the creation and that it is a sin to
defile what the Creator has given
us for our lives and for future gen-
erations. We need to redesign the
way we live and rediscover our
true values. That is the challenge
facing us at the beginning of this
millennium, a challenge you are
grappling with here. I thank you
for the theme and the sessions
you are holding here because we
desperately need inspiration from
the faith community. We have lost
something precious that we need
today more than ever. m



