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Bio-Economy

“What goes around comes around” a popular old saying goes.  This is so for pollution – a big issue of our day for which automobiles are seen as an important culprit.  Yet in the early 1900s automobiles were promoted as the answer to pollution - the sort of pollution caused by the hundreds of thousands of horses working in large cities.  Here’s an excerpt from an international urban planning conference in New York of that time:  

“In 1898, delegates from across the globe gathered in New York City for the world's first international urban planning conference. One topic dominated the discussion. It was not housing, land use, economic development, or infrastructure. The delegates were driven to desperation by horse manure.

The horse was no newcomer on the urban scene. But by the late 1800s, the problem of horse pollution had reached unprecedented heights. The growth in the horse population was outstripping even the rapid rise in the number of human city dwellers. American cities were drowning in horse manure as well as other unpleasant by-products of the era's predominant mode of transportation: urine, flies, congestion, carcasses, and traffic accidents.  Widespread cruelty to horses was a form of environmental degradation as well. 

The situation seemed dire. In 1894, the Times of London estimated that by 1950 every street in the city would be buried nine feet deep in horse manure. One New York prognosticator of the 1890s concluded that by 1930 the horse droppings would rise to Manhattan's third-story
windows. A public health and sanitation crisis of almost unimaginable dimensions loomed.
(from: http://www-rcf.usc.edu/~pgordon/blog/2007/08/eric-morris-writes-about-from-horse.html)”

Rather than focus on the pollution issue then and now - whether caused by animals or cars - I’d like to focus on the input side and consider the ‘energy’ question under the new rubric of the “bio-economy”.  In particular, the impact that the bio-economy is projected to have on farming and the price of our groceries.

100 years ago a large amount of land was needed to provide the food and hay to feed all those horses working in our large cities, plus horses and oxen were needed on the farm just to produce that food.  Large plots of land were engaged in pasture: hay, oats and other grains.  Most farms were of a ‘mixed’ type (animals and crops) – they had to be.  However, when tractors started to dominate (except on Amish farms) there was a substantial shift in the land area that now went into food production.  No longer did farmers have to set aside land for their “motive power needs” to plow the land, to cultivate or harvest their crops.  No longer did a farmer meet his on-farm energy needs with on-farm energy.  Instead the fuel truck brought the energy – thanks to fossil fuels: coal, gas and oil.

With the new emphasis on the ‘bio-economy’ it seems that the opening saying can be applied once more.  Once again we are looking to the land for energy for motive power.  But this time instead of feeding our animals we’re feeding our cars, trucks and tractors.  

When President Bush sanctioned new increased targets for United States ethanol production, the price of corn (a primary source for ethanol production) doubled, and since Canada is a net importer of corn it also impacted our corn prices.   From a farmer’s perspective the ‘farm gate’ price (what the farmer gets to cover his costs) needed to be higher.  It’s been too low for too long and was not sustainable as many cash crop farmers were or are still at risk of losing their operations.  However, the increased competition for corn also affects our grocery bill.  The cost of feeding our cows, chickens and pigs will also increase.  Whether we like it or not the bio-economy will have an impact on our wallets and purses!  

What’s the refrain for me?  Land stewardship!  Our agricultural land ought not to be taken for granted.  It needs to be managed well and not abused or paved over.  Now more than ever we need our land to feed us and provide energy.  Ultimately, almost all of our energy comes from the sun (nuclear being the exception) whether from plant photosynthesis thousands of years ago and stored as fossil fuels or from plant material harvested just yesterday.   For now God continues to keep the sun shining and most scientists agree that it has the potential to burn for a long time yet!  At least until Jesus returns!

Stewardly Tip: Leaves, dead branches, weeds, and grass clippings are resources when composted or fed into an anaerobic digester.  Although the latter is only slowly becoming available and available in extra large only, can we dream of, and encourage development of, small compact digesters that would allow us to harvest methane right at home?   However, composters are readily available (usually from regional or municipal authorities for free or at a subsidized rate).  Don’t burn or throw away your compostables  –recycle organic resources for your garden!

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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