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[T]here are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its mystery, its melancholy, and its charm. There is delight in the hardy life of the open, in long rides rifle in hand, in the thrill of the fight with dangerous game. Apart from this, yet mingled with it, is the strong attraction of the silent places, of the large tropic moons, and the splendor of the new stars; where the wanderer sees the awful glory of sunrise and sunset in the wide waste spaces of the earth, unworn of man, and changed only by the slow change of the ages through time everlasting.




Theodore Roosevelt (1909)






[O]nce enough sand is poured to form a single sandpile, and once there is physical contact between all the grains of sand, each new grain sends ‘force echoes’ of its impact cascading— however faintly—down through the pile, in effect communicating its impact to the rest of the sandpile, causing some grains to shift in position and in the process shifting or reconfiguring the entire sandpile. . . . Is our species now on the verge of a kind of midlife crisis? . . . Are we instead on the verge of a new era of generativity in civilization, one in which we will focus on the future of all generations to come? . . . ‘Avalanches’ of change . . . are certain to occur and persist if we keep making this sandpile steeper and larger; moreover, the combination of several significant changes occurring almost simultaneously increases the risk of catastrophe significantly.




Al Gore (1992)
























THE ROUGH RIDER 
AND THE WONK


As a political movement, environmentalism was invented by a conservative Republican. He loved wild animals. He particularly loved to shoot them. 


In the spring of 1908, with time running out on his second term, Theodore Roosevelt convened in the East Room of the White House a hugely successful conference on conservation. The report that emerged, T. R. would declare, was “one of the most fundamentally important documents ever laid before the American people.” He promptly convened a hemispheric conservation conference and was working on a global one when he left office in March 1909.


For all his hunting—or was it because of it?—T. R. loved “silent places, unworn of man.” As president he resolved to conserve them. Congress had proclaimed Yellowstone a national park in 1872. Yosemite, Sequoia, and General Grant National Parks were established in 1890. The first U.S. forest reserve, a forerunner of the national forests, was proclaimed in the area around Yellowstone in 1891. Presidents Harrison, Cleveland, and McKinley had transferred some 50 million acres of timberland into the reserve system. Roosevelt’s distinction was to give conservation its name and, more important, to transform it into an enduringly popular political force. On the way to adding 150 million acres to the country’s forest reserves, he would persuade the great mass of ordinary Americans that conservation was in their own best interests.
 

Fast forward seventy years. Conservation is still high on the political agenda, but its sights are lower. The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976 addresses garbage dumps, not forests. The 1970s—the post-Vietnam years, years of malaise, oil embargoes, and limits to growth, of Agent Orange and hostages—are coming to a close. Jimmy Carter is president when the new environmentalism officially supplants the old.


It is a time to think small. The new environmentalist still talks about the great outdoors but is obsessed with invisibles. The snarled gas lines precipitated by the Arab oil embargo of 1973 persuade many that a new age of scarcity is dawning. Markets won’t recover; the “Invisible Hand” is palsied and in rapid decline. Love Canal transforms the unseen into a national crisis. In 1978 residents of the area are alerted to alarming concentrations of chemicals in the soil and groundwater. President Carter declares a state of emergency and orders the relocation of 710 families. In the waning days of his administration, a panicked Congress enacts Superfund, a massive new program for the cleanup of chemical dumps.


And with that, environmentalism completes its precipitous descent into the siliconized recesses of the microcosm. Practical lessons learned on the plains of Dakota are replaced by pure theory spun out in the Byzantine corridors and computers of Washington. Who now aspires to host the East Room environmental conference of 2008? Al Gore. Yes, that is what it has come to. Theodore Roosevelt, Rough Rider, hunter, Dakota conservationist, gives way to Al Gore, fusspot curator, 1 technorationalist, Kennedy School wonk. If he were alive today, the author of Hunting Trips of a Ranchman would waste no time at all with the author of Earth in the Balance. Theodore Roosevelt would hardly recognize the environmentalism of the man who now bids to succeed him.


For all its scientific pretension and lofty rhetoric, for all its earnest, computer-powered models and far-future prophecies, for all its cultural bullying and missionary fervor, the new environmentalism is not green at all. Its effects are the opposite of green. Its policies, however well intentioned, do not conserve the wilderness; they hasten its destruction.


Here is the Hard Green environmental manifesto. Expose the Soft Green fallacy. Reverse Soft Green policy. Rediscover T. R. Reaffirm the conservationist ethic. Save the environment from the environmentalists.






HARD GREEN AND SOFT



Theodore Roosevelt learned his conservation the hard way. After Grover Cleveland defeated the Republicans in 1884, T. R. returned to his Chimney Butte ranch in Dakota with plans to increase his cattle herd fivefold. Armed neighbors came by to complain. As H. W. Brands recounts in his 1997 book, T. R: The Last Romantic, “the potential for overstocking the range weighed constantly on the minds of the ranchers of the plains.”2 Washington owned the range, but didn’t bother to manage it. Among cattlemen, it was first come, first served.


With fists and guns of his own, Roosevelt faced down his angry neighbors. Then he set about finding a political solution to the problem. He formed and was elected president of The Little Missouri Stockmen’s Association and wrote a constitution for it. He would only regret not starting earlier. The Dakota pastures were badly overgrazed by the summer of 1886. Many herds, T. R.’s among them, were destroyed in the dreadfully harsh winter that followed.


Two decades later, President Roosevelt and his chief forester, Gifford Pinchot, would be the first to use the word “conservation” to describe environmental policy. By then, T. R. had come to view the misuse of natural resources as “the fundamental problem which underlies almost every other problem of our national life.”


With two world wars and a depression intervening, it would take six decades to complete a federal framework for conservation, the work that T. R. began. While they concerned smoke, sewage, and such, the clean air, clean water, and landfill acts of the 1960s were still animated mainly by aesthetics. As with conservation, the principal objectives were still visible and tangible: clear air, swimmable water, and the proper containment of solid waste dumps. New York isn’t Yellowstone, but the clarity of its air is still worth conserving, if only because a city can have a horizon, too, sometimes a beautiful one. The Endangered Species Act, passed unanimously by the Senate in 1973, seemed to be cut from the same old conservationist cloth. Cougars, bears, bison: T. R. would surely have voted to preserve them from extinction as eagerly as he had hunted them when they were still abundant. These laws extended the conservationist philosophy to its logical and practical limit.


But even as they completed the legal framework for traditional conservation, these laws also quietly launched the new era of environmentalism in the microcosm. To begin with, regulating pollution of any kind requires a more elaborate regulatory structure than regulating parks and reserves. In 1970, President Nixon established a new Cabinet-level agency, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), to take charge. More significantly, each of the new laws also included something quite new: an open-ended “toxics” provision, a general invitation to monitor the micro-environment for insidious poisons and regulate as needed. And though written with cougars and such mainly in mind, the Endangered Species Act had been written quite broadly enough to protect kangaroo rats, too. It would soon be amended to cover not only hunting but also “harming,” which a federal court construed to cover “habitat modification.” A mere statutory afterthought in the 1960s, the microenvironment is getting entire acts of its own a decade later. The Toxic Substances Control Act is enacted in 1976. Then Superfund, in 1980.


This culminates a forty-year transformation of the environmental movement. The radioactive aftermath of Hiroshima has taught a first ghastly lesson about insidious environmental poison. There follow popularized accounts of industrial Hiroshimas, fallout without the bomb. Rachel Carson defines the new genre in 1962, with the publication of The  Silent Spring. Micro-environmentalism is born. Not long after, somewhere between Vietnam and Love Canal, the legal infrastructure of the new environmentalism slips into place. Conservation isn’t abandoned. It is just overtaken politically, subsumed into something bigger. Bigger because it concerns the very small.


Fish die, frogs are deformed, breast cancers proliferate, immune systems collapse, sperm counts plummet, learning disabilities multiply. Invisible toxics are implicated every time. To be sure, nothing is proved irrefutably, but the proof is good enough for reporters and politicians. For more than a few scientists, too. Harmful effects have been unambiguously confirmed—at very high exposures—for a growing list of factors: radiation, tobacco, asbestos, some workplace chemicals, and some medical drugs. Why shouldn’t other factors and low exposures be harmful too? It is postulated that even a single hit from the wrong photon or molecule may set off a chain of biological devastation by damaging the nuclear protein of a single cell.


Environmental degradation is discerned, now, in mass spectrometers, sensitive enough to detect everything everywhere. Its random impacts are reckoned up by Monte Carlo simulation in computers. The computers can multiply the invisible by the infinite to arrive at any number they please. The models can link any human activity, however small, to any environmental consequence, however large: It is just a matter of tracing out small effects through space and time, down the rivers, up the food chains, and into the roots, the egg shells, or the fatty tissue of the breast. Environmentalism happens everywhere, all the time.


Hard Green was and remains traditional conservation, T. R.’s environmentalism, the kind that happens in places we can see and draw on a map. Yellowstone and Yosemite start here and end there. Bison, eagles, and rivers are only somewhat harder to track. Micro-environmentalism happens everywhere. The microcosm is so populous, the forces of dispersion so inexorable, that in every breath we take we inhale millions of molecules once breathed by Moses. At that level of things, everybody is a polluter, and everything gets polluted. Even though no one can see it.


Theodore Roosevelt had no trouble seeing the things that made him a conservationist. Forests were being leveled, ranges overgrazed, and game was getting scarce. Hunters and hikers, cattlemen, farmers, and bird watchers could easily grasp all this, too. People either saw something beautiful in the original wilderness—most did—or else they didn’t. The political choices T. R. was urging were, above all, aesthetic. You preserved Yellowstone for the same reason you might some day climb Everest, because it was there.


Soft Green is the realm of huge populations (molecules, particles) paired with very weak (low-probability) or slow (long time frame) effects. Soft Green is the Green of the invisible, the Green of the highly dispersed or the far future. To believe in Soft Green you must either be a savant or put a great deal of trust in one. To the Soft Green, the model is everything. Only the model can say just where the dioxin came from or how it may affect our cellular protein. Only the model will tell us whether our backyard barbecues (collectively, of course) are going to alter rainfall in Rwanda. Only the model can explain why a relentless pursuit of the invisible—halogenated hydrocarbons, heavy metals, or pesticides—will save birds or cut cancer rates. Theodore Roosevelt trades in his double-barreled shotgun for a spectrometer. The cry of the loon gives way to the hum of the computer.


It always is a computer, because Soft Green models are very complicated. They expand in size and complexity as fast as their digital electronic habitat expands in power and speed. The new environmentalism is spawned in the petri dish, breeds in silicon, and is said to feed on DNA. You can’t hike, swim, view, or (least of all) shoot it. It’s all rather like modern art, as deconstructed by Tom Wolfe in his classic essay, The Painted  Word. The stuff on the canvas doesn’t really become art at all until it’s been explained in The New York Times. You read about it first. Only then—if you’re a person of sufficient discernment and good taste—do you actually “see” what’s there.


Because it involves things so very small, Soft Green requires management that is very large. Hard Greens can maintain reasonably clean lines between private and public space. They will debate how many Winnebagos to accommodate in Yellowstone or how much logging, hunting, fishing, or drilling for oil to tolerate on federal reserves, but the debates are confined by well-demarcated boundaries. Everyone knows where public authority begins and ends. Yellowstone requires management of a place, not a populace. Municipal sewer pipes and factory smokestacks require more, but still, a conventionally manageable more. But the Soft Green models are completely different. They are tended by a new oligarchy, a priesthood of scientists, regulators, and lawyers.


With detectors and computers that claim to count everything, everywhere, micro-environmentalism never has to stop. With the right models in hand, it is easy to conclude that your lightbulb, flush toilet, and hair spray, your washing machine and refrigerator, your compost heap and your access to contraceptives, are all of legitimate interest to the authorities. Nothing is too small, too personal, too close to home to drop beneath the new environmental radar. It is not Yellowstone that has to be fenced but humanity itself. That requires a missionary spirit, a zealous willingness to work door-to-door. It requires propagandists at the EPA, lesson plans in public schools, and sermons from modern pulpits. Children are taught to teach—perhaps even to denounce—their backsliding parents.






HARD FACTS AND SOFT



It is at this point that environmental discourse invariably degenerates into fractious quarrels about underlying facts. One side insists that ethylene dibromide, pseudo-estrogen, or low frequency electromagnetic radiation seriously harms human health. The other side says it doesn’t. One side says such “pollution” will hurt birds, frogs, and forests, and has already done so. The other side says it hasn’t and won’t. One side insists we will imminently exhaust our supplies of food, lumber, oil, gas, or genetic stock. The other side says we won’t. Hard Green and Soft aren’t really so different—they claim to pursue the same green ends—they just disagree sharply on the key underlying facts.


One might suppose that rigorous science and disciplined economics would settle such disputes. But they won’t.


Begin with Soft Green science. In the environmental context we are not talking about pharmaceutical drugs or polluted workplaces, where populations are well defined, exposures often high, and at least some effects strong and quick. Soft Green is not about things we take in a potent pill or inhale daily for ten years in a foundry. We certainly know that some of those things can be very bad. But the tough part is how to scale down and out, from there to here, from high exposure to low, from short times to long, from small, highly exposed populations to huge ones that are hardly exposed at all. Infinite scope of exposure and zero effect can multiply out to a lot or to nothing at all. Only a model will say for sure. But the models themselves are unsure.


It is easy enough to propose a model, for heavy metals or synthetic hydrocarbons or radiation and for their supposed impacts on children or peregrine falcons. Feed the data into the best computer at hand, and off the time-and-space machine whirls. It is a fair bet that now and again a model will predict things exactly right. It is a fairer bet that most of the time it won’t. Although they clarify little else, the overall statistics confirm that environmental toxins of human origin aren’t the main cause of anything much. The more industrialized we become, the longer we live, the healthier we grow. The same can’t be said for the environment around us, but for reasons that have little to do with trace toxics. When we pave paradise, it isn’t any trace poison in the asphalt that kills the flowers, it’s the steam roller. Shopping malls do indeed crush nature, but for visible reasons, reasons that even T. R. would readily have grasped. 


For every model that predicts apocalypse now, another predicts apocalypse not. As exposure levels drop, predicted biological effects may even flip from bad to good. A bit of carbon dioxide grows the grass; a lot may flood the prairie. Metals banned from the workplace are added to your vitamin tablet. There’s a model—quite a credible one, in fact—that purports to prove that a steady dose of low-level radiation, like the one you get living in a high-altitude locale like Denver, or at some suitable distance from Chernobyl, actually improves your health, by impelling your cells to shape up. No pain, no gain, says the model.


In a classic 1972 essay, nuclear physicist Alvin Weinberg coined the term “trans-science” to describe the study of phenomena too large, diffuse, rare, or long term to be resolved by scientific means. They are epistemologically “scientific,” and yet—for strictly practical reasons—unanswerable by science. It would take eight billion mice to perform a statistically significant test of radiation at exposure levels the EPA deems to be “safe.” The model used to set that threshold may be just right, or it may be way off; the only certainty is that no billion-mouse experiment is going to happen. Even if it did, countless other critical components of the model would remain unverified.


It’s the same with any model for very-low-probability accidents: an earthquake precipitating the collapse of the Hoover Dam, say, leading to the destruction of the Imperial Valley of California. Statistical models can be built, and have been, but their critical, constituent parts cannot be tested. It’s the same for all the most far-reaching models of micro- environmentalism: on global warming, and ozone, species extinction, radiation, halogens, and heavy metals, whether the concern is for humans or frogs, redwoods or sandworts. Here and there a few things can be nailed down solidly. But for all the big-picture issues the time frames are too long, the effects too diffuse, the confounding variables too numerous. When you are saying something about climate a hundred years hence, the one thing you cannot do is step outside and measure the temperature your model has predicted.


The softness of Soft Green science is rarely apparent in the summaries that most ordinary people read in the mass media. Those accounts invariably convey a high sense of certitude. Scientists are all but unanimous—on the inevitability of global cooling—in 1975. And almost unanimous again—on the inevitability of global warming—in 1992. The papers present Soft Green trans-science straight enough, but in different editions. Sometimes they’re published twenty years apart. Yet the cooling/warming flip is quite typical of the business. Soft Green models are invariably weak, manipulable, and perfectly capable of flipping from up to down, big to little, more to less, with the simple twist of an analytical knob. A nuclear power plant is unstable, like a sandpile, declares the model. Or tweak the viscosity knob to prove that the nuke is stable, like a gob of honey.


The problems get worse. Suspect toxins vastly outnumber modelers. Scenarios of mutation, meltdown, and catastrophic collapse can be imagined in every new technology. Foreboding scarcities can be predicted in every natural resource. The list of things we might reasonably worry about grows faster than new rules can be published in the Federal Register. But the axiology of science, its priorities of investigation and research, the criteria for what to study and what not to, are matters of taste, budget, values, politics: everything but science itself. Scientific priorities, Weinberg notes, are themselves trans-scientific. So are all the engineering issues, the practical fixes that regulators prescribe. Science will never tell us just how much scrubber or converter to stick on a tailpipe or smokestack, how much sand and gravel at the end of a sewer pipe, how much plastic and clay around the sides of a dump.


Above the Soft science stands the equally rickety edifice of Soft Green economics. In recent years, the Softs have directed comparably elaborate and complex computer models to deconstruct economic life and predict its future. Soft Green science makes far-flung pronouncements about cause and effect; Soft Green economics makes pronouncements of equal sweep and ambition about supply and demand. Here again, Soft thought reaches far beyond the bounds of testing or falsification.


The first book of Soft Green economic faith is the book of scarcity, of “limits to growth,” famine, plague, pestilence, and war. We have seen in our times the resurrection of Thomas Malthus, not in the flesh but in the computer. Again and again the computers schedule us to run out: of food, then oil, then tin, zinc, mercury, or wood. Markets for ordinary goods of every description will fail. When the predictions themselves fail to materialize on schedule, the schedule is always extended, by another decade or five.


More recently, obesity and greed have risen to prominence as the new, post-Malthusian metaphor. The problem isn’t that growth will soon end, and catastrophically; it is that growth seems destined to continue forever, across every last rain forest and prairie, mountain and swamp. The fault, we are told, lies mainly with America. A mere 5 percent of the world’s population lives in the United States. Yet we voracious Americans consume 28 percent of the world’s natural gas; 23 percent of its solid fuels; 20 percent of its hard coal; 23 percent of its crude petroleum; 42 percent of its motor gasoline; 26 percent of its electricity; and 10 to 30 percent of its copper, aluminum, and zinc—more than any other country. We drive more cars more miles than any other nation on Earth. Macro-economic numbers like these indict America as the major environmental vandal of the planet, the Softs declare.


Government-imposed “efficiency” is a big part of the answer, according to the latest chapter of Soft Green economic theory. Thus we enter the new era of Soft “conservation,” in which the lakes, trees, mountains, and prairies are to be saved not directly, but rather through the conservation of gasoline, newspaper pulp, aluminum, and glass and the relentless sifting and sorting of trash.


But buried in all Soft Green economic discourse are long chains of conjecture and projection, most of them disconnected from verifiable economic theory or historical experience. Hard economics affirms that consumption does not presage exhaustion; the demand side of a market tells us nothing about the future of the supply side. Hard economics recognizes no correlation at all between consumption and vandalism of any kind. Hard economics affirms no association at all between efficiency and lowered consumption: frugality. Saving fuel and trash does not save the Earth, not on the Hard economic books. The Soft Green facts, figures, and projections that assert the opposite are linked here by nothing more than unverifiable tissues of speculation. Every time the real world catches up with the pronouncements and disproves them, the details are changed, the timetables revised, and the same pronouncements are repeated with even more conviction. There is no day of reckoning in Soft Green economics. The books of account are never totaled or closed. Anything in the black today will be in the red tomorrow, or fifty years hence. Where Soft Green economic projections can be tested at all, they turn out to be wrong. The price of oil is projected to double in the 1980s; instead, it is cut in half.


End to end, across science and economics, the predictions and prescriptions of Soft Green science and Soft Green economics are so volatile one generally cannot trust even the sign at the front end of the prediction: positive or negative, up or down, hot or cold, more or less. Yesterday, the planet’s destiny was to end in ice, but today the destiny is fire. Yesterday the perceived crisis was mass famine; today the perceived crisis isn’t that the population will soon collapse, it’s that it will grow without limit and bury itself in its wastes. Yesterday the crisis was that oil prices were going to spiral up; today the crisis is such that we must slap a big tax on oil because prices have spiraled down.


Occam’s razor exhorts us to favor theories that explain the most with the least, the single equation that explains both falling apples and falling planets. Modern environmentalism operates on the opposite principle: ever-increasing complexity and opacity. In modern environmentalism, ten thousand equations are invoked to predict fluctuations in a single thermometer. The web of silicon-simulated life exists only as millions of lines of code, endlessly groomed by a tiny club of digirati. And objective though they endeavor to be, the Soft Greens have much to gain by predicting momentous change and much to lose by admitting how speculative their models remain. The modelers often begin with important insights and real data that deserve sober attention. But their big-future scenarios do not increase that knowledge, they reduce it, by embellishing and projecting it far beyond what it will support.


The reams of statistics, the ever-unraveling models, are of little environmental consequence, Hard Greens maintain. Fuels and minerals are not green, molecular traces are not the important enemies of green, and consumption itself has nothing to do with anything. Harping away at such things just distracts and confuses. The only scarcity that matters in the environmental debate is scarcity of green: of wilderness and forest, lake and river, marsh and shore, of places undeveloped by markets and untouched by the hand of man.


Theodore Roosevelt did not finish the job of conservation; it is not a job that can ever be finished. And until quite recently, we have continued to cut down and consume far more of nature than we have conserved and regrown. People themselves are not starving, but in many places on the planet the Malthusian misery has been redirected instead at forests, water tables, soil, wetlands, fisheries, range lands, rivers, and coral reefs. “It took but a second to cut off Lavoisier’s head,” one of his countrymen remarked in 1794, when the great chemist was led to the Paris guillotine. “It will take France a century to grow another like it.” And how long to grow another rain forest? How long to replenish the seas? Far longer than it is taking to burn them down and fish them clean, if it can ever be done at all.


To believe in Hard Green we merely have to love the outdoors, the unspoiled wilderness, forest, river, and shore. It takes no special expertise, no extraordinary discernment, and not much science. It requires no big model of the far future. All it takes is an eye for natural beauty, a reverence for life, a sense of awe for the boundless grandeur of creation. We don’t preserve Niagara for the extra megawatts we might someday squeeze out of it. The far-future economic case for biodiversity is negligible, but the case for conservation is still compelling. We revere life on Earth not for speculative value in the far future but for tangible value in the present. Something in our own nature finds redwoods, cougars, and whales beautiful and worth having. Life is a fascinatingly complex good that requires no further justification. We conserve because it is there and because we find it magnificent—today.






HARD PATH AND SOFT



The prescriptions that emerge from Soft Green theory are as changeable as the weather. Foreboding scarcities are predicted in one resource after the next. New efficiency mandates are cooked up willy nilly. The list of things in need of prescription grows, yet again, much faster than new rules can be published in the Federal Register. All in all, the policies that emerge from the snarl of the Soft Green computer have done far more harm than good. The Softs dress their big-future models up as rigorous physics, chemistry, biology, and economics, but what they prescribe remains as irrational as alchemy. It is as wasteful and destructive, too.


Dumps overflow, forests fall, mines are exhausted? This calls for less earth, more fire. Cast out paper diapers, swaddle your babies in cloth. Which you wash in water that has been heated with oil. The sealed juice pack gets dumped too, so the green alchemist demands recyclable glass instead. You stick the bottle in the fridge, which means you burn more electricity. And diesel too, in the truck that picks up the empty.


Running out of diesel? Conserve that too, but somewhere else—by using less fire, more earth. Ground the fuel-gulping plane, subsidize fuel-efficient trains. Which devour a whole lot more land, for all the track. And turn down your furnace, too; a thicker wall will keep you warm. Asbestos is out of favor, but fiber glass hasn’t been condemned. Not yet.


Which reminds us of pollution. Stop squandering air and water! Pile on earth and fire. Install more scrubbers, which create mountains of sludge. Use more catalytic converters, made out of platinum, gouged from the soil of South Africa. You’ll use more coal and oil, too. All the extra hardware on the smokestack and tailpipe kills efficiency.


Soft Green alchemists love to prescribe not only the mix of ingredients but the size of the mixing bowl. Cars are too small; use trains. Nukes are too big; use stoves. If it’s centralized, disperse it. If it’s dispersed, centralize it. Each good deed, alas, entails another. The train needs more than a stove to propel it. France uses electricity for its bullet trains. And breeder reactors for its electricity. Plutonium is a by-product.


When they failed to ennoble lead, the alchemists of old got into pharmacy, prescribing elixirs to restore health. The Soft Greens are still at it. Shun the cancerous pesticide; grow organic. Crop yields fall, so you drive more tractors to plow more acres of land. Eschew malignant growth hormones for cattle. You’ll use more pasture, get less milk, but you can claim to have transmuted Ben and Jerry’s into a health food. Don’t irradiate strawberries to stop spoilage; radiation is poison. Just stick the berries in the fridge. Next to the juice.


And search on, ever on, in your quest for the perfect fire. Uranium burns too hot, coal too dusty, smoky and dry, the Hoover Dam is too wet, and if fusion ever happens, you can bet it will be too cold. The only soup that’s just right is the one not yet on the table. Passionate outdoorsman William O. Douglas didn’t like the energy alternatives of the 1960s. He preferred the energy of the future: nuclear power.


The Soft Green does part company with the alchemist on the subject of gold. Capital is the ultimate poison. There’s too much of it in a big central power plant and too little labor. Windmills and solar cells are better: They employ the working man. It’s a matter of putting people first. Unless you’re putting them in cars. Big cars are safer, but small ones are greener. Burn people, not gas.


Enough already. I have indulged in a tirade for the last page or two only because the Softs are so good at such polemics themselves.* We Hard Greens believe quite as passionately as Softs, and when it comes to polemics, we can give as good as we get. Let’s now lower the noise level a bit and try to define, sharply and cleanly, how Softs and Hards differ in the green policies they prescribe. Our differences fall into four distinct categories.


We divide, first, on what to do about the problem of scarcity. Softs discern it everywhere: scarcity of food and oil, wood and aluminum, paper, glass, and space itself, the space needed to contain all our trash. So they prescribe scarcity solutions everywhere, too. Convinced that markets fail left and right, the Softs set about moving the production of ordinary goods—food, transportation, power, and countless others—out of the market and into the public sector.


Hard Greens do not believe that the far future of markets can be discerned at all, but trust the market will somehow keep on supplying anything it can package and trade. There are no limits to humanity’s growth, at least none set by the external environment. Yes, we will run out of what we now consume, eventually. Before we do, we will grow, find, or invent other things.


For environmental purposes there is only one looming scarcity that is important, and that is the scarcity of green. And the one plenty government can effectively promote in this sphere is plenty of nothing. Government can, in other words, play a necessary and desirable role in husbanding and expanding the conservative commune—the wilderness, broadly de-fined—because the objective there is to see to it that in those places nothing much is done at all. Nothing is the one thing that big government is capable of doing quite well, and doing nothing is the paramount objective of conservation. The whole point of conservation, one might say, is to be economically inefficient and unproductive, to retard conventional economic progress, not promote it, and to do so in well-designated places set aside for that specific objective. Even conservatives can believe in government’s ability to do that. Theodore Roosevelt certainly did.


The second division between Hard and Soft is less sharp, but no less important. It lies at the blurred boundary where “pollution” gets too attenuated for science to fathom or the market to contain, where the thick smoke and raw sewage give way to ephemeral wisps and molecular traces. Soft Greens recognize no such line. They discern market failure—“ex-ternality”—everywhere. They believe that only government can set things right and can set it all right, every last wisp and trace and molecule of it. They believe in devoting more and more to the pursuit of less and less, forever.


Hards are concerned about pollution and see externalities everywhere, too, but prescribe more market, not less, and only up to a point. Stopping points are as central to the Hard Green pollution agenda as starting points. Hards agree that abating large, serious, well-defined sources of pollution is efficient and green. To that end, we prescribe new forms of property and new markets. But we also assert that as pollutants shrink and disperse, the costs of the pursuit rise all too fast. Returns don’t just diminish, they go negative. Pollution abatement is an industry, too, and that industry is quite as able as others to waste resources, foul air, dirty the water, and despoil the landscape, even as it loudly proclaims its dedication to cleanliness. Burn down the house to roast the pig. To our eyes, Softs labor to make the abatement of important pollutants as expensive and inefficient as possible, and they demand profligate waste in abating pollutants of no importance at all. Hard Greens will have none of that. We will fight the Softs on this front not merely because what they do is wasteful, but because it is environmentally perverse, because it makes things less green, all in all, not more so.


Our attitudes toward technology define the third great divide between Hard and Soft. Softs believe that nuclear power, pesticides, and genetically engineered potatoes are brittle, unreliable, unpredictable, and unstable. They favor wood, gas, and organic agriculture: low technology over high, soft technology over hard. Indeed, I owe my Hard/Soft Taxonomy of Green to Amory Lovins, who gained fame in the 1970s promoting “soft” sources of energy like wind and solar over “hard” ones like uranium and coal.


In our view, Softs man the barricades against the technology most likely to improve life on Earth in the here and now, making men richer and the planet greener, both at once. Softs block high technology, which is frugal and efficient, and promote low technology, which is profligate and wasteful. They insist on burning live fuel rather than dead. Hards insist on just the opposite: Hard technology saves the Earth. Softs believe in gathering fuel from the surface and in traveling (if they must) by train. Hards believe in digging deep for their fuel and flying high to get from here to there. We promote the conservation of wilderness and the preservation of species by living in three dimensions, rather than in two, by scraping less from the living surface and living more off the sterile depths and heights.


The fourth and last intellectual chasm between Hard and Soft concerns efficiency and frugality, wealth and poverty. The Softs maintain that efficiency is environmentally frugal. They believe that human privation promotes environmental wealth, even if they rarely dare say so directly. Softs are sure that efficiency alone will do much to save the environment: efficient furnaces and cars, efficient refrigerators and lightbulbs, even efficient trash, trash so efficient it is transformed back into valuable resources by the magic of a Soft Green recycling truck. They believe in trickle-up environmentalism, the notion that what you save in your more efficient refrigerator will become savings at the power plant, which will become savings at the coal mine.


Hard Greens don’t believe a word of it. To our eyes, the Softs’ efficiency crusades are a useless distraction at best and positively harmful insofar as they divert attention and promote a false illusion of green progress. In their endlessly meddlesome crusades for efficiency, the Softs are peddling the ecological equivalent of Thin Thighs in Thirty Days. The energy saved on a more efficient refrigerator trickles all too easily into a larger one, just as the calories saved with a Diet Coke generally trickle into a brownie. Efficiency is not frugality. Forcing efficiency upon consumers does nothing to make them more frugal, except insofar as it makes them poorer. And it is not poverty that makes people green. It is wealth.


Yes, wealth. Get past all the wonkish debates about scarcity, externality, complexity, and efficiency, and it all comes down to something as basic—and politically polarizing—as rich and poor. We affirm that there are two limits to growth, Soft limits and Hard ones. The Soft limits are the limits of human knowledge, the limits of ignorance, superstition, and anti-science. Poverty is the Soft limit to growth. There are Hard limits, too, and they are better ones. The finer side of our own sensuality limits growth too: our sense of what is beautiful, humanity’s innate appreciation of what makes life worth living. Wealth limits growth, too.


That is the most fundamental difference of all. To the Softs, wealth is the problem, not the solution. Limit wealth to limit growth to protect the planet. Hards affirm the opposite. Promote wealth to limit growth to protect the planet. It is wealth—not poverty—that limits family size, limits obesity, limits pollution, limits waste and inefficiency, limits personal consumption. It is the rich, not the poor, who pour their wealth into green. The richer we get, the farther the footprint of our wealth extends: to our children, to our neighbors, then our lands, shores, rivers, lakes, and oceans. Wealth solves the problem of scarcity with abundance.


We can’t both be right. The Softs say we promote profligate consumption, reckless pollution, and perilous complexity. We say they corrupt ecological science, muddle green objectives, obstruct green technology, and prescribe policies whose actual effect is inimical to the environmental objectives they so earnestly articulate. They say we pursue nothing but private profit. We say they pursue nothing but bureaucratic power. To our eyes, Soft Green is a political movement whose overall impact on the environment is not green at all; it is quite the opposite. In the end, the Soft Green regulator just names his favorite poison and gets on with regulating it. The process is arrayed in all the sumptuary of science, but all the key calls are political. Soft Green ends up as a pursuit of politics by other means.






HARD POLITICS AND SOFT



Nothing wrong with politics, of course; T. R. reveled in them. He approached conservation politics the way he approached everything: selfconfident and assertive, with a grand sense of public purpose unprecedented in the presidency before his time. He delighted in using the stroke of a pen to designate new federal tracts as game reserves. He summarily banned hunting on Florida’s Pelican Island when he learned that the showy waterfowl there were endangered by hunters going after their plumes.


Now, just how much we want done with the stroke of a presidential pen is a fair subject of political debate. So too is how much we should hunt, log, ranch, or drill on public land. All the choices conservationists make are conventionally political. In 1998, the Clinton administration designated as a national monument a vast stretch of land in Utah, from Bryce Canyon to the Colorado River and from Boulder to the Arizona state line. It was a controversial call: The area includes the Kaiparowits Plateau, where a Dutch-owned concern was slated to begin mining massive coal formations. Roosevelt would have understood the controversy over Kaiparowits Plateau and approved, not just the decision to conserve, but the in-your-face political courage it required.


Conventional political process decides little in the new environmentalism. The toxics clauses inserted as an afterthought in the Clean Air and Water Acts and as the central thought in Superfund are just a stew of demented words. They articulate no standard, set no budget, establish no limits. They wouldn’t even have passed constitutional muster in T. R.’s day. The Supreme Court would have cited the “non-delegation doctrine,” which, in those days at least, forbade Congress to delegate responsibilities wholesale to the executive branch.


The delegation today goes a lot further than that. Although nominally overseen by the president, political authority for micro-environmental matters is now centered in the new trans-scientific oligarchy. The key calls are still stroke-of-the-pen political, at bottom, but no ordinary observer can see to the bottom. Roosevelt would readily have admitted that his environmentalism was ultimately a matter of political will. The EPA’s enormous staff never will.


It is not a good thing to cut politics out of an essentially political process. The end of politics by other means is politics in disrepute. Government itself comes to be perceived—correctly—as the enemy.


Normal politicians certainly know how to waste money, but only so much. It may or may not make sense to mine coal on the Kaiparowits Plateau, but we surely get some real benefit from choosing not to. And unlikely as it may sound in these cynical times, the political resolve behind the decision not to may help enrich us, too. Disney would operate Yellowstone just fine, but designating it a national park helped define a nation Americans could call great. Nothing equivalent happens with our micro-environmental resolutions, because there are no resolutions, none ordinary Americans can latch onto; there are just programs, staffs, offices, and legions of lawyers. The only thing ordinary Americans may dimly realize is that somewhere deep in the EPA it has been deemed wise to spend more digging up an industrial park in New Jersey than ever was spent conserving a forest in the Adirondacks.


Similarly, politicians know how to reward friends and punish enemies, but democratic politics as a whole is pretty evenhanded. When the old conservationists took your land, they paid you for it, and the money came from taxes and user fees. That was about as fair as the income tax: not very, but fair enough. In the new environmentalism, most of the taxing occurs off the public books. There is a great deal of creeping, uncompensated expropriation and a freakish rain of ruin on those unlucky enough to discover the wrong rodent, marsh, or buried chemical on their land. Any amount of public environmental good, however small, can entail any private financial burden, however large.


We have likewise lost, somewhere in the Soft Green microcosm, all pragmatic sense of when enough is enough. Driven as it must be through normal political channels, conservation can be pushed only so far. Roosevelt had added 150 million acres to the forest reserves by 1907, when logging companies finally persuaded Congress to curtail the 1891 law that had given him the power to do so. Tied to a politically untouchable agriculture bill, the new measure couldn’t be vetoed. With the time running out on his power as “lord of the forests,” T. R. issued a decree expanding the reserve system by 16 million “midnight acres.” “If Congress differs from me,” he declared, “it will have full opportunity in the future to take such position as it may desire.” The Clinton administration had to trade political chips for the Kaiparowits Plateau; nobody fears it will soon seize the rest of Utah. Conservation works, politically, because the boundaries are reasonably well defined, because it targets real estate, not molecules.


But most of the Northeast could be placed in regulatory receivership for its countless micro-environmental derelictions. Hikers and hunters just occupy a seat or two at the political table; synthetic estrogens and carbon dioxide have somehow escaped from the coils of politics, and the priesthood can pursue them anywhere. Under Superfund, the best guess is that off-budget spending totals many times direct federal disbursements. But nobody knows for sure. What we spend is determined only by how big a legal staff the EPA can hire.


The “remedial” efforts that emerge end up harming even the intended beneficiaries. Contact with Superfund has become socially poisonous. The very fact that the EPA has arrived shatters property values, repels new industrial investment, and throws a region’s entire future into doubt. Communities once eager to see wastes removed now often prefer to see EPA depart instead. Meanwhile, the culprits targeted by such a process invariably end up wondering: Why me? And so they well may. For all the scientific veneer on things, micro-environmental regulation often ends up irrationally vindictive. Normal democratic politics do not spawn vendettas. Priesthoods often do.


The Softs have led us down Friedrich Hayek’s “Road to Serfdom,” from good intention to gross bureaucracy, from grand principle to raw power. Soft Green environmental regulation has become a mirror image of the problems it is supposed to solve, a repository of spendthrift political declarations, abandoned on the insecure premises of EPA and the courts. It leaks into society cancerous plumes of lawyers, administrators, and consultants, the brokers of ignorance, speculation, and uncertainty. It does not make things greener in the short run, and it will make them less green in the long.


To Hard Green minds, green does not emerge from big computer models or from large government agencies. Green objectives are effectively advanced only by dispersed control, free markets, and traditional ethics, the conservative instruments for managing the problems of scarcity, dispersion, complexity, greed, growth, consumption, fecundity, and human voracity. Soft Green doesn’t make the planet greener. Hard Green does.






POPULIST GREEN



Politically, the most important principle is that conservationists can be populist and should be. Soft Greens can’t and won’t. Their mission is exclusionary. Ours is inclusionary. We welcome humankind as an integral and legitimate part of nature’s landscape. We espouse Winnebago environmentalism. We do not see man as tapeworm in the bowel of nature. Symbiosis is possible. And when we have to choose, as we sometimes must, we put people first.


Soft Greens will vehemently deny any suggestion that they do otherwise. They have successfully conflated conservation with micro-environmentalism, eagles with snail darters, halogenated hydrocarbons with the mountain peaks of Yosemite. By conflating them, they have come to stand for them all, in the public mind, in political alignment. If you don’t take the snail seriously, you can’t be serious about Yosemite. Soft Greens have mastered big-tent environmental politics, leaving T. R. conservationists with not much political tent at all.


Conservatives have to win back the conservation faction of environmental politics. This is essential for their political survival. It is equally essential for the cause of conservation.


Green politics are good politics. Environmentalism is hugely popular. This should not surprise conservatives. Despoliation and decay always have a public dimension, whether they destroy wetlands, wolves, or the human spirit. Conservatives have no trouble grasping society’s collective concerns about cocaine in private veins, abortion in private wombs, and the river of filth that flows out of Hollywood into our private televisions. Rivers and redwoods have public implications, too. Green politics are popular because ordinary people grasp that much immediately. And because they consider rivers and redwoods beautiful.


The trouble is, green politics are much easier to fit into a Left-wing political shoe. Manatees, Monarch butterflies, or the Shenandoah River aren’t easy to privatize. It can be done, but it takes hard work, and meanwhile some measure of collective protection is essential. The Right hesitates; not the Left. Running the whole “environment”—literally, “that which surrounds”—is an opportunity the Left gladly welcomes. The micro-environment is the best part of all. It requires regulatory agents as subtle and cunning, regulations as ubiquitous and insidious, as the targets they must pursue. It can be pervasively bureaucratic, manipulative, and intrusive. For people who like big government and are part of it, this is political ambrosia.


In political reply, the Right has nothing better to offer than a long tradition of creating parks, husbanding wildlife, and venerating natural heritages of every kind. Nothing but the legacy of T. R. Politically speaking, that should be enough. It is the old conservation, not the new, that welcomes the family in the Winnebago. It is the old that dispenses with oligarchy and caters to the common tastes of the common man. Norman Rockwell is better politics than Robert Mapplethorpe.


And in a democracy, populist green is the only green that will endure. The more the Soft Green priests talk about saving humanity, the faster the common man should count his tulips. Like the Left everywhere, Soft Greens want to save people from the top down, by instructing them. They mean to govern well, but (to paraphrase Daniel Webster) they mean to govern. They promise to be good masters, but they mean to be masters.3 In a democratic society, ordinary people won’t stand for it, not for long. And a good thing, too. Experience teaches that when all is said and done, the Left consumes, exhausts, impoverishes, and despoils. Behold the land once called East Germany: Love Canal, border to border, perfected by Communists.


Too-eager collectivists never end up conserving anything; only the reluctant ones do. The old green, of parks and forests and Winnebagos advances the green cause because of the Winnebago. The man in the Winnebago sees something in it for him. He is enlisted in the cause by appeal to his own private sense of what is beautiful.


Theodore Roosevelt once complained that the “nature fakers” didn’t know “the heart” of wild things. “Every time Mr. Roosevelt gets near the heart of a wild thing,” one of the targets of his scorn responded, “he invariably puts a bullet through it.” Roosevelt himself would later try to rationalize his hunting as necessary for food or for scientific research, but it wasn’t really any such thing. The truth of the matter is that T. R. took atavistic pleasure in hunting game in the wilderness. He loved nature the way a man first loves a woman: selfishly, because he finds her beautiful and exciting, because he needs her desperately, however little she may need him. And what is wrong with that? Nothing. It gave us a president who so loved to shoot wild animals that he resolved to conserve the vast open spaces in which they live.


The objectives are conservative. All the science that matters, and that can be trusted, is simple, solid, and straightforward: in short, conservative. The economic logic is conservative. The political origins of the movement are conservative. The enormous political opportunity is there, an opportunity for conservatives to wrest from the impoverishing, environmentally destructive clutches of their political opposites.


The Hard Green environmental manifesto is conservative. Expose the Soft Green fallacy. Reverse Soft Green policy. Rediscover T. R. Reaffirm the conservationist ethic. Save the environment from the environmentalists.




*My own tirade set forth above elicited the following response from a reader when I presented it in Forbes:


Dear Mr. Green,


You are painfully stupid. People like you don’t understand anything until you get diagnosed with cancer and try to pinpoint the cause. You should build yourself an asbestos house next to a nuclear power plant in a town where you can only drive diesel-power vehicles, must use lead paint in your house and must store all of your waste in your own backyard, including your personal sludge. You can burn the waste but must stand very close to the fire so that you absorb all the wonderful smells of burning plastic—and please, do not attempt to capture the heat for any other purpose. Your town must also pay for the full costs of the nuclear power plant and store that waste in your town. Should be a really nice place to live for those like yourself. A 21st Century utopian society.


You are a half-educated moron.
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