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This month’s theme is water. As the fossil-fuel era recedes further into the past, which socio-political tributary
we choose will determine how turbulent the trip downstream will be — whitewater rafting or canoe paddling —
and whether our great-grandkids will look at our generation with gratitude for our foresight and restraint or
disgust at our myopia and greed.

The market has spoken, throwing millions of Americans out of work at the precise historical moment when oil-
fueled industrialism has begun to melt down. But like all messages, it’s open to interpretation.

Gov. Tom Corbett, Kathryn Klaber, of the Marcellus Shale Coalition, and others read it as a green light for
deeper, faster drilling, focusing on one question: What’s the quickest way to convert mile-underground gas to
privately held dollars?

I don’t think fracking is a good idea from an evolutionary standpoint, and I don’t trust the credibility of boom-
boosting folks. But I also don’t think the Corbett-Klaber crowd represent a nefarious corporate conspiracy or
tone-deaf politics. They’re just conducting carbon-era business as usual. Democracy is more radical than
communism; that’s why we don’t have democracy yet, because industry-fueled lawmakers don’t need popular
support.

Routine carbon-era business is dangerously outdated. I think the market message is calling on us to hurl our
adaptive ingenuity in the service of restraint, rather than greed, create the farms and villages of the future and
relearn the skills our grandparents left behind to build the cities, suburbs and highways of the past. That view
raises some very different questions.

When do untrustworthy people lose the right to the benefit of the doubt, and when those traditional authorities
are discredited, how long does it take to develop new decision-making systems? How do post-carbon
businesses work? How long does it take proprietors to learn ecologically and socially responsible shop-
keeping? How can their communities most effectively support them?

Humans can invent technology too dangerous to be safely used, but when we know something is deadly, can
we stop doing it? As coal, oil and gas levels recede so far under the Earth’s crust that recovery efforts burn up
more energy than they “produce,” will we stop digging?

How is Pennsylvanians’ access to clean water likely to change with global warming, more invasive fuel
extraction methods and more expensive energy? What are the safest, most effective water conservation and use
practices from a long-term survival (not quarterly profit) perspective?

How much total energy can we produce from today’s renewable technologies and raw materials without
crowding out vital food crops? What decade’s standard of living can we settle on as we bump down the energy
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gradient? 1945? 1910? 1890?

How many calories does it take to feed 150,000 people for a year? How many of those calories could be grown
on current tillable acreage in Centre County? How many years does it take to become a skilled homesteader
capable of producing a year’s worth of fresh fruits and vegetables? How many hours of work? How long does it
take to learn backyard poultry-keeping, or how to breed, train and work with draft animals? What about cistern
and pump installation?

It’s spring. How many pitchforks have we got? And where are the neighborhood maps of earthy parcels ripe for
planting?

Katherine Watt is a State College writer and a member of the Transition Towns State College steering committee.
She can be reached at katherine_watt@hotmail.com and maintains a blog at http://transition
centrecounty.wordpress.com.
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