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By Katherine Watt

This month marks one year of Sustainable Centre County pages, with columns about the emerging revolutionary
eco-consciousness, and two sustainable jobs — ecoinnkeeping and edible landscape design.

I’ve been reading Paul Stamets’ “Mycelium Running: How Mushrooms Can Help Save the World,” and those
two new vocations strike me as some of the hundreds of fruiting bodies popping up from the mycelial mat of
sustainability networks just under the surface of our local social ecosystems.

I’ve also been working on food security: organizing meetings, thinking about fundraising. How do mushrooms
shuffle nutrients from place to place to support the other creatures on which they interdepend? Can we bio-
mimic that process with human currency?

John Michael Greer wrote a fascinating essay a few days ago, picking apart the notion of resilience and defining
it as the opposite of efficient.

“What makes a system resilient is the presence of unused resources,” he wrote, pointing to well-built bridges as
an example. Under normal use, the bridge has more materials than it needs, because in high winds, those
unused materials lend the bridge the strength to survive.

It absolutely takes more time to plan, plant, tend, harvest and cook a garden than to drive to the grocery store
and pick up dinner. But putting in the time means that when the efficient complexity of “just in time” stocking
infrastructure breaks down, gardening families and neighborhoods still have something to eat.

As civilizations like ours approach the limits of our resources, the disconnect widens between how we’ve
adapted to resource abundance and the new, downscaled lifestyles dictated by incipient shortages. Ellen
LaConte puts it: “We’ve lost sight of the fact that the nonliving systems we’ve created and the natural ones we
didn’t create share the same planet ... and on Earth, life rules, we don’t.”

In his essay, Greer noted that societies tend to react by streamlining economic and social systems, through
centralization and austerity budgets. “All this leads to increased efficiency and thus decreased resilience …
setting things up for the statistically inevitable accident that will push things just past the limits of the
civilization’s remaining resilience. …”

Greer observes: “It may well turn out that burning through the available resources, and then crashing into ruin, is
simply the most efficient way for a civilization to go.”

Which reminds me, mostly, of the silver lining in the debt-ceiling fiasco.

We’re changing from a species engaged primarily in concentrating wealth among our wealthiest members to
one working to break down concentrated wealth into digestible, nutritious building blocks, and live within our
solar income for the first time in more than two centuries.
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Maybe it’s better to destroy global confidence in the credibility of centralized political systems, ratings agencies
and financial markets in one quick explosion rather than wait for them to erode with the dwindling resource
base.

The vestigial politicians and financiers in Congress and at the stock exchanges probably don’t see their role as
knocking over a fragile, rotted redwood so its complexity can be broken down into food for smaller, simpler
economic systems. But that may be what they’re doing.

And it may be a very good thing for the web of life here below, as backyards, neighborhoods and communities
become the safest places to invest.

Katherine Watt is a State College writer and community organizer. She can be reached at katherine_
watt@hotmail.com and maintains a blog at http://transitioncentre county.wordpress.com.
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