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The SchwartzReport tracks emerging
trends that will affect the world, particu-
larly the United States. For EXPLORE it
focuses on matters of health in the broad-
est sense of that term, including medical
issues, changes in the biosphere, technol-
ogy, and policy considerations, all of which
will shape our culture and our lives.

f you are literate or watch television,
you know something about the Chi-
nese miracle. How China is growing
to be one of the great economies and

owers on the planet. How it will soon be
ne of the most prosperous and populous
ations in the world. If there are any wor-
ies, they are usually described in military
erms or in the context of economic com-
etition.
What doesn’t often get discussed is that

his prosperity, like our own, at least using
he economic models we adhere to, comes
t a cost. It is destroying the earth.

Like the four horsemen of the Apoca-
ypse, who appear one by one in the Bible,
fourth defining trend of the 21st Cen-

ury is emerging. Joining global warming,
andemics, and religious strife, we must
dd the cancer of unconscious growth.
rowth that does not factor in the com-
lex living interrelationships that collec-
ively run the earth.

The general assumption is that civiliza-
ions fail because of outside forces that
mpact upon them. It is a standard view of
istory. The destruction of the Me-
oamerican civilizations because of the in-
asion of European conquistadors is one
xample. The death of European Jewish
ulture because of the Holocaust inflicted

y the Nazis is another. And, without t

chwartzReport
uestion, such external historical forces
re one explanation. But not the only one.

A UCLA geographer, Jared Diamond,
hose bestseller Guns, Germs, and Steel has
een followed with the equally provoca-
ive Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or
ucceed offers not so much an alternative
s an additional explanation,1 one that re-
eives almost no attention in our nation’s
r any nation’s public conversation, a sit-
ation that continues at our world’s peril.
Diamond argues that, as often as vio-

ence destroys, equally is destruction
rought by prosaic decisions like how wa-

er is used, how forests are managed, how
atural resources are developed. And that,
hen the interactive living processes that
anage the earth’s temperature, the flow

nd purity of air, and cleaning processes
hat keep us from becoming fatally toxic
re disrupted beyond a tipping point, civ-
lization itself stands at risk.

He illustrates this by describing the fall
f several cultures, the clearest examples of
hich are the withering of the Norse col-
nies of Greenland and the fall of the cul-
ure of Eastern Island. On Greenland for
50 years, with a population that at its
eak numbered about 5,000, the eastern
nd western colonies of the island lived
he transplanted life of a northern Euro-
ean village. It was affluent enough to
rade with Europe for luxuries and to build
oth parish churches and a beautiful Ro-
an Catholic cathedral. Right up until the

nd, in the early 1400s, such social, reli-
ious, and legal conventions as marriage,
nheritance, and contract sale flourished.
nd then it all vanished. Why? Partly
lague and partly mismanagement of the
nvironment.

This demise was unnecessary and re-
ulted from the deliberate decision to con-

inue a way of life that was demonstrably t

EXPL
ailing. The colonists spurned eating the
eafood that lay so easily to hand. Instead,
hey insisted on maintaining the livestock-
ased lifestyle they knew, even though
hey could see that cutting down the for-
sts and turning land into grazing pastures
as breaking down the ecosystem. They
ade this suicidal decision because own-

ng animals—particularly cows—was high
tatus, as was having a diet based on meat.
nd, in the end, the high status known
as preferable to the lower status un-
nown, even unto social suicide.
On Easter Island, in the Pacific, there

nce was a thriving culture of 30,000 peo-
le. They lived in a paradise shaded be-
eath several dozen species of trees and
ad the leisure to create the giant enig-
atic stone heads that still dot the island.
hat happened? One by one, they cut

own their trees and destroyed the island’s
cosystem. “I have often asked myself,
What did the Easter Islander who cut
own the last palm tree say while he was
oing it?’ ” writes Diamond.
I mention these sad tales of ecological
adness because there is no reason to be-

ieve that either the Norse or the Easter
slanders were less intelligent or less ratio-
al than we ourselves. Yet they con-
ciously in a long slow Pas de Deux with
eath made what must, at the time, have
eemed like short-term rational choices.

The historian Barbara Tuchman, in her
lassic March of Folly, described other man-
festations of this dance of destruction less
cologically oriented.2 One of her favor-
tes is the rational irrationality that led to
urope deciding to end a period of unpar-
lleled peace and prosperity by entering
nto World War I, a war no one wanted,
hich would kill millions, and literally
hange the gene pool of Europe. Clearly,

here is something in the human psyche
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hat embraces self-destruction if other
hort-range goals seem more compelling.

hy does this matter?
It matters because it is becoming clear

e may be in a similar period. The envi-
onment cannot withstand additional
igh-technology cultures, each with ram-
ant unconscious consumption at the
nited States’ level. Yet it is happening
ith ever gathering momentum. That is

he Chinese Puzzle. China and India,
hina particularly, will soon have econo-
ies as powerful as the United States’ and

o more conscious in terms of long-term
hinking concerning the environment
han America has been. Consider: The In-
ernational Tropical Timber Organisation
ITTO) reports that nearly 50% of the
ropical hardwood logs taken—mostly ille-
ally—from the world’s rainforests go to
hina.3 How devastating is this? Close to
5% of the tropical hardwood used in
hina to make plywood comes from the

orests of Papua, New Guinea.4 This tim-
er finds its way into thousands of little
ackstreet sweatshops where it is turned
nto flooring, plywood, wooden furniture,
nd shipping crates. It emerges not only
eformed but cleansed of illegality, no
onger part of earth’s ancient legacy forests
nd now a manufactured product that can
e readily sold on the world market. The
nited Kingdom is China’s largest partner

n this charade, and the United States is
ot far behind.
And it is not as if the Chinese were not

ware of what havoc this cutting causes to
he ecosystem. After lethal mudslides and
ooding killed tens of thousands in
hina, after forests were denuded, and the

rees which anchor the soil were gone,
hina put in place stringent laws regulat-

ng such practices as clear cutting. But that
oesn’t mean that they or the world mar-
et gave up its hunger for wood. The short-
erm trumped the established long-term
nterests of all of us.

Concurrent with the growing depreda-

ions of the rainforest, the Government l

8 EXPLORE January 2006, Vol. 2, No.
ccountability Office, Congress’ investi-
ative arm, reports that, over the past four
ears, the United States has systematically
nd drastically reduced its protection of
aterways and wetlands. The effects of
hich were appalling evident in New Or-

eans.
The report is a case study in the subtlety

f bureaucratic maneuver and unintended
onsequence. It describes how the US
orps of Engineers and the Environmen-

al Protection Agency (EPA) first took con-
rol of the waterways and wetlands. Then,
n 2001 the Supreme Court ruled that the
orps had exceeded its authority, and

hey were compelled to draw back. This
ight seem a reverse, but, the GAO re-

orts, for the Bush Administration, it was
n opportunity.

The GAO report describes how the
orps and the EPA were directed to use

he ruling as rationale to justify scaling
ack its oversight over waterways and wet-

ands much further than required by the
ourt decision. The result has been the
oss of wetlands all along the Gulf Coast.
ince we have known for years that wet-
ands absorb the energy of hurricanes, and
low them, as well as playing a critical role
n the health of coastlands and river deltas,
t is not hard to see once again the short-
erm muscling past the long-term.

The Corps also used the court decision
o withdraw from overseeing enforcement
f The Clean Water Act, which controls
he discharge of dredged or fill material
nto the “waters of the United States.” The
eport says that, in 2003, the Corps and
he EPA, in a joint announcement, rede-
ned what “waters of the United States”
eant and restricted it to only navigable
aterways. This meant that vast stretches
f wetlands were suddenly vulnerable to
evelopment or degradation.
The GAO report says that Corps offi-

ials told its investigators they no longer
ought jurisdiction over many stretches of
ater or wetlands largely because “they be-
ieve headquarters does not want them to v

1

se this provision.” How great is the di-
ension of this abandonment? Texas,

lone, estimates that approximately 79%
f its 80,000 miles of rivers and streams no
onger would be subject to federal regula-
ions.

In response to the GAO reports, the
ecretary of the Army, under whose com-
and the Corps falls, and the EPA both

aid they basically accept the findings.
All of these developments represent

hat proponents would argue are rational
ecisions. And yet taken together, and
een in the light of those Norse colonists
nd Easter Islanders, it is a trend that can-
ot but give one pause.
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