

            

                        [image: Cover]

            




	



[image: image]



 








		
For Ozzy and Frank

		
	
CONTENTS




DEDICATION

Introduction

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

Beyond the hour

What next...

References

Copyright

		
		
	
		
Introduction

Ecology in its simplest definition is the science of the relationships among and between living organisms – and that includes humans and how we interact with the world around us. We have an hour, which is not long to skim the surface of an enormous subject. We will look at what ecologists do, and how we can all play our part, because we are all absolutely involved in the ecology of the Earth every day of our lives.

Most of us have more than a vague idea that the stuff we use everyday comes from somewhere else. We know it was created in a factory, or many factories, using different components that were sourced from all over the world. I’m writing this in the UK. I sit at my laptop wearing a t-shirt and jeans in full knowledge that every component of my clothing is from another country; cotton doesn’t grow in the UK, it likes a hotter drier climate, India say, or the Southern United States. I know that the zip and the buttons are made from Nickel. Nickel is mined in Indonesia, the Philippines, Russia, Australia, and Brazil. So, what is very ordinary stuff for us has a long chain of components that are mined or grown all over the world. When we buy that product, we rarely give the provenance of its constituent parts much thought. 

As an ecologist we would be thinking about where the mining or the growing was happening? And what was there before this process began? And what has been destroyed, displaced, or disrupted by this process coming into being? So you’re an ecologist who is trying to save a particular species of animal from extinction and underneath your animals last remaining habitat are minerals and ores that will be valuable to industry, how would you go about trying to stop that mining from happening? 

Mining is big business, ecology isn’t, mining makes billions of dollars, ecology doesn’t. The industry that will benefit from the sale of those resources rarely has to answer for the land and the habitats that it destroys along the way. 

We are as a global society so profoundly signed up to our right to acquire anything that we can legally obtain, and we are very rarely informed about the products consequences. And so, the question then falls to us, the consumers of those products, are we prepared to lose that animal from existence to create a huge mine so that those minerals can be extracted in order that we can continue to sustain our current lifestyle, computers, phones, cars, clothes, airlines? Because these are the ecological choices that we as consumers have the power to make, it’s our hard-earned cash that is paying for those mines to exist. 

Some people already make huge efforts for the planet, I have a friend Susie who is in the group Extinction Rebellion. She would do everything in her power as an individual to save that animal and its habitat, so whatever was underneath that forest that threatened the animal with extinction she would go out of her way to avoid buying in the future. But it isn’t easy to do this. What if the product is oil? We all need to get to work. What if that product is Coltan? We all need to keep in touch on our phones. It’s incredibly complex and most of us are guilty to some degree in being participant in the destruction of a previously beautiful habitat. We just are. There is little we can do to avoid this truth. Most of us just aren’t as far down the road as Susie, if you are, then most likely you’re reading the wrong book! 

Here is Susie’s life in a nutshell. She doesn’t fly, she’s given up her car, she eats only vegan mostly organic food, she banks ethically and has ethical investments from companies that have divested from fossil fuels (meaning they won’t put their money into any company that is related to the oil and gas industry – who often extract oil from under forests and wild places), she only buys second hand books, clothes and furniture, she only uses ecological cleaning products and those bars of shampoo and conditioner, she’s pretty much plastic free, she even tries to keep the heating off for most of winter, this is what good for the planet really looks like. Susie is seriously impressive and by comparison I don’t stack up nearly so well. Susie is single and has no pets or children. She lives in a shared flat. She does have a mobile phone that’s her one bad thing that she just cannot account for, so even Susie, you’ll be glad to know, might have unknowingly participated in the destruction of a pristine wilderness.

I am your writer, I’m married (to a meat-eating fellow who has a bad habit of not buying ecological cleaning materials when I send him to a shop). I have put two (I have to say rather nice) children on the planet and I have two carnivorous pets, so from the get-go I would find it impossible to achieve Susie’s standard of lifestyle impact reduction. But I’ve given up feeling like a hopeless environmental criminal around her. I aspire to be a little bit more like her and a little bit less like me, but it’s impossible for me to achieve the Susie gold standard of being a vibrant western human who is doing least damage to the planet during her time here.

I did the WWF ecological footprint calculator (https://footprint.wwf.org.uk) – and I come in at a very average 7 tons of carbon a year – and I also don’t fly, I use trains and buses where possible, I buy all my gear in charity shops, and I don’t eat meat (but I do occasionally eat fish), I recycle like a mad woman and I get a veg box and grow some of my own. So how do I score so averagely? Well, I live in a house, have kids, have pets, have car, have a meat eater husband. The WWF footprint calculator looks at your household, not just you. I can’t see what I can do about some of those things that drag my score, I can’t not have the kids, or get rid of the pets (both are rescues). I’m not sure I can force my husband to give up meat. I have elderly parents and work nights, so the car is important. I found it rather dispiriting though that my constant effort to tread more lightly on the earth brings me such little recognition at WWF. Here is a recent example of how good I can be from early June 2024 – my daughter lives in Edinburgh to fly was £23.50 each way, to take the train was £206 return. People like me would happily endure the long train journey because its more environmentally sound to do so, but I can’t afford to pay £206 for a three-day break. 

What did I do, well, I just didn’t go to Edinburgh. If I had been going for a week, I’d probably have got the bus, but I only had a few days free, it just didn’t work out because I wasn’t prepared to fly. So, I am good. But my ecological footprint is still disappointing.

I wonder how many of you when you read about Susie would respond like another friend of mine Maggie. Her response to Susie’s lifestyle is along the lines of, ‘what’s the point of being alive?’.

Susie lives in Lewes in Sussex, it’s one of those liberal towns with a very activist community and quite literally Susie is having a pretty good time… ‘hot yoga Mondays’, ‘drumming workshop Tuesdays’ ‘book group Wednesdays’ she likes hiking and takes the train to hiking destinations, she likes film (they have a very cool cinema in Lewes), she enjoys meeting all of her XR buddies and planning their next move (I don’t belong to XR in case you’re wondering, it’s just not for me, thanks) she’s in a theatre group, she’s in a choir, she volunteers in a nature garden, she’s a wild swimmer, she goes to a flamenco class. I could see Maggie’s brain whirring as I delivered Susie’s hectic schedule, and when I list her weekly activities, I’m thinking she has a much more exciting existence than I ever have! Who knew, you don’t need to destroy the planet to gather in your community and have a good time.

But Maggie is having none of it. She shakes her head and takes a new tack, that all of Susie’s efforts to not drive or fly are ‘a drop in the pissing ocean’.

And it really can feel like that can’t it? I do find myself thinking sometimes, but if I don’t fly the plane will take off anyway. If I don’t buy that item, it will be sold to someone else. That fish is dead now anyway, so I might as well buy it and eat it. It sometime feels difficult to make the right choices and to feel that these small gestures have any real meaning to them. But when your small gesture meets with hundreds of other small gestures it will make a difference. And if you live somewhere like Lewes you can see it happening in real time, a community of like minded folk gather and share and enjoy each other. 

I always recall that quote from the Dalai Llama when I’m feeling powerless, ‘if you think you’re too small to make a difference try spending the night with a mosquito’ and when I think of that I get back on track to what is important to me, it’s my performance as a concerned human being living on an ailing planet. 

Susie knows that giving up her car isn’t going to make a huge difference to anything, initially it was a symbolic gesture, but it has led me (and maybe others) to fantasize about a time in the future when I too might be able to live car free, it is an aspiration now, I can see that for her it works and I prefer taking a train or bus anyway, so I’m there in spirit, we just need intelligence at the top that will make sure the train is a meaningfully cost effective alternative to driving, or flying. 

Our efforts will only be met by big business or come into government policy when their bottom line begins to show that we are making different more conscious choices, all the time we go along with the business as usual that’s what we’ll see. What I hope as you read this book is that you will see how implicated we consumers are, it really is us, the poorer, the middling and the richer that are making all of these choices that will either feed into the planets resources being endlessly overused, or not, it’s up to us, the wage slaves and workers to decide the direction of travel, so shall we begin.
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