Eating Tomorrow
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It was a sight to behold and one greater to comprehend the eating of, that chocolate cream pie. We had whipped it together from graham cracker crumbs and chocolate pudding, shaken and then chilled in a snow bank on a backpacking trip. The anticipation of eating it brought me to the level of a child, thinking only of immediate gratification. My two companions showed considerably more restraint, electing to divide each of their respective thirds in half, to have a piece at breakfast the next morning. I ate my third immediately. The saved piece of pie was enclosed in a rock cairn to protect it from marauders. I was teased unmercifully about how good the remainder would taste in the morning, had I saved some of my pie.

The early glow of morning light revealed the cairn had been transformed into a scatter of rocks. No pie remains were left and the aluminum pie plate retained gouges on its surface. A mule deer doe was beating a hasty retreat from the scene saving me from instant suspicion. But, a closer inspection of the crime scene with all the intensity of a CSI unit showed a porcupine was the culprit. Somewhere in the headwaters of the Castle River there may well be a line of porcupines still hardwired to remember a meal of non-wood, chocolate ambrosia tinged with a slight metallic aftertaste.

It was my turn to laugh, since I had lost nothing in this porcupine perpetrated crime. The moral of the story, I pontificated, was that “gluttony is its own reward”. Saving a piece of the pie was foolish, because how could we predict the events of the future, and indeed the tragic loss of the saved pie? Eating it all, now, was the smart thing to do. It was only later, upon reflection that I realized how much the incident revealed of human nature and our province, if not the world. 
There is a similar orthodoxy, verging on a religion, over economic development in Alberta. The mantra goes something like “we can do everything, everywhere, anytime, all the time, at the same time, on the same place”. And it goes on and on in spite of the persistent signs of stress, of landscapes unraveling and of species driven to the category of “imperiled”, or worse, “gone”.
 The alternative to admitting the pace is too extreme and we’ve exceeded thresholds is to continue to tinker, fiddle, adjust, redial, patch over, prevaricate, deny and generally ignore the signs. Keeping the engines of industry revved up, red lined and economic activity growing is the prime directive.

Sadly, that describes Alberta and what the province does. Tar sands developments spreading at an exponential rate on top of caribou habitat.  Timber harvest, an almost frantic pursuit of the last merchantable tree, in watersheds with bull trout, westslope cutthroat trout and grizzlies as well as the water supplies for downstream communities. Gas wells, pipelines and roads tracking native prairie where sage grouse hang on by a feather. Aren’t we remarkable? We make the common rare; the rare endangered; and, the endangered gone. It would be more remarkable, maybe in the category of miraculous, to reverse that process.

It is frustrating to sit on species recovery plans and note the intransigence, even belligerence of industry and the timidity of government over protection and restoration of species at risk and their critical habitats. Equally unsettling is there appears to be little energy and few resources left to keep other species, like antelope as an example, from joining the list of the damned. We need the equivalent of a Schindler’s list for critters that may be on the brink of a downwards spiral and an accompanying hero to rescue them.

In Alberta, when the canary dies we think we can simply buy another. We don’t grasp, metaphorically, what the canary represents. It is an opportunity to use a sensitive or indicator species as a distant early warning system to alert us, to signal problems we, as humans, will encounter. If the canary, metaphorical or otherwise, dies it’s too late. We’ve missed, ignored or overridden the signal at that point. 
The problem is, many of us aren’t clear on where you go to buy more actual Alberta canaries like caribou, grizzlies, sage grouse, cutthroat trout and the numerous, non-charismatic, micro fauna and flora on the growing list of species at risk. There’s no address for the endangered species store and even if there were such a mythical place, I’ll bet they don’t take credit cards. At least, I’ll bet, they won’t take a credit card from the province of Alberta. We’re already overdrawn at the biodiversity bank account.
Once they’re gone, it’s too late to dial back, ease the throttle of progress back a hair from redline, point fingers or wring our collective hands and promise it will never happen again. As Aldo Leopold correctly observed, “A little repentance just before a species goes over the brink is enough to make us feel virtuous. When the species is gone we have a good cry and repeat the performance.”
So why, one might ask, is the performance repeated? Species missing in action is a consequence of turning their essential habitats into battle zones of industrial, agricultural and residential activity. At a frantic pace of development, both spatially and temporally, many native species lose out in the race. It isn’t a race they have run before. It isn’t a race they can run. The focus on purely economic outputs divides and transforms habitats into smaller and smaller units, fragmenting them, severing connections, reducing quality until those habitats no longer meet the needs of native plants, animals and fish. 

 Economists use a term “discounting the future” to describe the phenomena where rewards in the present, the now, are valued more highly than rewards in the distant future. I suppose that as individuals and also as society we find it difficult to delay gratification. We think it imperative to clutch and grab as much as we can now. To eat the chocolate cream pie now is better than the prospect of having a piece in the future, or so goes the thought process. It continues on to a barrel of oil, a bushel of canola or a truckload of dimensional lumber provides more security now than the future prospect of these commodities plus fresh, abundant water supplies, healthy landscapes, the full expression of biodiversity and the delivery of ecosystem services.

Wade Davis, an Explorer-In-Residence of the National Geographic Society points out that “The cost of destroying a natural asset or it’s inherent worth if left intact has no metric in the economic calculations that support the industrialization of the wild. As long as there is the promise of revenue flows and employment, it merely requires permission to proceed. We take this as a given for it is the foundation of our system, the way commerce extracts value and profit in a resource driven economy.”  

 The cost of exercising all our options now is lost or missed opportunities and options for the future. Many natural assets can slip through the cracks because of a failure to value them appropriately. We “eat our future” as Australian biologist Tim Flannery observes. What develops is a syndrome of fire sale clearances on certain resources, at a reduced value, with little insight into how use could be sustainable with the maintenance of other resource values. In the race to grab it all now there are losers.  The discount produces a dichotomy between those whose goal is short term reward and those with a longer view and concern about future conditions. It is also a mockery of our rhetoric about conservation and stewardship.
Aldo Leopold summed it up with, “We of the minority see a law of diminishing returns in progress; our opponents do not.”
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