





Atul Gawande was born in Brooklyn, New
York, in 1965, to Indian immigrants in the United States.
Both his parents were doctors, and the family soon moved
to Athens, Ohio, where Atul and his sister grew up.

Atul graduated from Stanford University in 1987
and was a Rhodes scholar at Balliol College, Oxford,
studying Philosophy, Politics, and Economics (PPE)
in 1989. He graduated with a Doctor of Medicine
Degree from Harvard Medical School in 1995 and
received a Master of Public Health Degree from
Harvard School of Public Health in 1999. Being
Mortal is his fourth book, although he has written
many articles for 7he New Yorker magazine.

Gawande’s medical background is important to note
because it provides him with a lens through which to
critically examine our mortality. The opening line of Being
Mortal’s Introduction sets the stage for that examination:
“I learned a lot of things in medical school, but mortality
wasn't one of them.... Our textbooks had almost nothing
on aging or frailty or dying. How the process unfolds,
how people experience the end of their lives, and how it
affects those around them seemed beside the point. ... the
purpose of medical schooling was to teach how to save
lives, not how to tend to their demise.”

But our demise is what Gawande is writing about.
While that may sound depressing to some, his book is
actually very positive because it focuses upon what we
can each do to make sure our lives have meaning for us.
He explores many different kinds of assisted living and
nursing homes, and what makes a good one, and what
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doesn’t. And he is especially interested in wanting people
to think about what medical measures we want to have
as we inevitably age. The full title of his book is Being
Mortal - Medicine and What Matters in the End.

Early in his narrative, Gawande points out that for
most of our 100,000-year human existence, “the average
life span of human beings has been thirty years or less.”
Today, with average life span in much of the world past 80
years, we're in uncharted territory. “What we are trying to
understand,” he says, “is not so much a natural process as
an unnatural one.”

He acknowledges how much we want autonomy, but he
also sounds a warning. “Our reverence for independence
takes no account of the reality of what happens in life:
sooner or later, independence will become impossible.
Serious illness or infirmity will strike. It is as inevitable as
sunset. And then a new question arises: If independence
is what we live for, what do we do when it can no longer
be sustained?”” He implores us to think about what
we feel makes life worthwhile for us. Just how much
medical intervention do we want? It’s important to have
contemplated this and to be able to say.

Gawande, however, reserves his most sharply directed
comments for his own, the medical profession. As he
says toward the end, “We think our job [in medicine] is
to ensure health and survival. But really it is larger than
that. It is to enable well-being. And well-being is about
the reasons one wishes to live.” He does not want us to
continue being “a society that faces the final phase of the
human life cycle by trying not to think about it.”

Atul Gawande is a good writer, and his book is
engrossing to read and important to understand. We
highly recommend it.
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NATURE'S TRUST

REVIEW PART III, “NATURE’S TRUST AND THE GREAT TRANSITION"

In Parts I and II of her book, Mary
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have seized control of it for their own benefit.

Christina Wood laid the foundation for the Great
Transition by tracing the legal history of natural
trusts back through Roman times and into the
indigenous cultures that preceded Western
Cuivilization. U.S. case law provides abundant
evidence that it is the sovereign duty of modern
government to insure the preservation of natural
trust principal. This includes, but is not limited
to, clean air, safe water, sufficient food and the
biological systems required to provide them. Asits
trustees, government officials are accountable for
passing this ‘common wealth’ along, undamaged,
to future generations.

The book also documents the perverse agency
mismanagement of statutes like The Clean Air
and Water Acts.  Environmental law under
the control of neoliberal capitalism provides
bureaucratic cover for permitting widespread
destruction of the very natural resources it was
intended to protect. Justified by a presumed
need for unending material growth, it is rapidly
liquidating the natural resources and living systems
that constitute the most vital stock of capital in
Nature’s Trust, while calling it ‘profit’. This is the
“ideology of a cancer cell”! It clearly violates the
trustee obligations of any government, especially
one claiming to represent citizen interest and
dedicated to insuring their posterity.

Citizenship includes the duty to hold government
accountable for its destruction of vital, natural
resources and to reclaim the endowment held in
Nature’s Trust. Insuring a secure future for our
children requires the restoration of governance that
administers natural trust law for the many, rather
than providing obscene wealth for the few who

Unfortunately, we have forgotten both our dependency
on the natural environment and the stewardship ethic
implicitin that relationship. As a result, we are vulnerable
to the modern administration of environmental law, which
eftectively destroys any vestigial moral basis an individual
might muster in an attempt to defend themselves and
their communities from destruction.

How can we possibly prevail?

Professor Wood emphasizes that moral principle is
the foundation of law “not only to maintain credibility
and respect in society at large, but also to inspire
citizens to participate in democracy.” The Nature’s
Trust approach revives four moral understandings that
are fundamental to humanity’s continued existence:

1. “That we owe ...future generations a beautiful,
rich and healthful environment.”

2. “Natural law designates certain resources common
to all mankind and not susceptible to private ownership,”
including the air, water and the ecological web that
sustains community prosperity. (Claiming personal
ownership of such resources for oneself is theft.)

3. Natural law compels using this commonwealth
for the greatest possible public benefit. (Wasting
community resources is a sign of greed.)

4. Nature itself has a right to exist and flourish.

When a community recalls its dependence on
natural systems, it bolsters this constellation of values.
Viewed in this frame, it is apparent that preserving
the Nature’s Trust endowment, especially in the face of
its imminent destruction, is paramount to everything
else. The contrast between living in an environment
governed by such precepts versus one dominated by
greed, fear and waste provides additional incentive.

Professor Wood provides powerful insights about how
structuring property rights relative to Nature’s Trust can

provide effective legal tools for curbing corporate
power. As a fundamental property concept, natural
trust law defines the obligations of governance in
a deeply integrated, holistic way that applies to all
sovereigns—from tribes to nations. This intrinsic
quality endows it with legal validity independent of
legislation— an essential characteristic where elected
officials are bound by special interests.

The integrity of the trust concept depends instead
on a strong judiciary to enforce the fiduciary duties
of trustees—the very ones that have been sloughed
off by our elected officials. The author details the
“steps that judges could take immediately, within
their realm of authority and judicial tradition, to
restore integrity to environmental law and enforce
the property rights of citizen beneficiaries.”

However, making judicial findings that result in the
fundamental changes needed requires courage. Judges
must first understand the real gravity of the ecological
disaster confronting us. It is equally important to
assist them with recollecting the fundamental human
values embodied in Nature’s Trust principles.

A citizenry acting in accordance with such values
will animate the courts. Choosing to act in the best
interest of coming generations, while simultaneously
making very visible and vocal demands that
corporate and governmental actors do likewise,
(by eschewing wasteful uses of needed resources,
for example) is required. Such social behaviors are
manifestations of the deepest human sensibilities.
Open display of these qualities is inspirational to
humanity, including judicial actors.

If they can be so inspired, the judiciary already
has the power to make the necessary changes, as
Professor Wood explains so well in Natures Trust!
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NEXt year is the 130th anniversary

of the technologies necessary to create the
modern electric grid. However, now the modern
grid is not so leading edge.

The late 1880s saw a battle of competing
innovations. In one corner stood Thomas Alva
Edison, the intrepid and productive inventor and
innovator of the light bulb, the audio recording
device, moving pictures, and large direct current
electric generators. In the other corner stood his
former assistant, Nikola Tesla. The young upstart
saw many advantages in using alternating current
rather than direct current. His impudence earned
him the wrath of Edison.

Edison’s idea had a problem that has since been
rectified (pun intended). Any high voltage is
dangerous and is difficult to generate. However,
it travels greater distances with lower losses than
low voltage. Edison’s early grids were small,
perhaps even microgrids, because of his insistence
on using direct current.

However, another pioneer, George Westinghouse,
saw an advantage in alternating current—the
prevailing electric standard today—that shifts
its polarity back and forth between negative and
positive many times each second. By doing so, it
could use a device called a transformer to “transform”
its voltage up and down. The Westinghouse concept
allowed the electricity to be raised to a high voltage
for transmission along lines and for great distances,
and then be brought down to a lower voltage to be
used more safely in the home.

Many small units
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Edison found this competing technology
economically threatening. He waged a propaganda
war against Westinghouse’s preferred method,
which included demonstrations of animals being
electrocuted, or “Westinghoused”, by high voltage
alternating current.

Undaunted, Westinghouse asked Tesla to design
what would be the first long distance transmission
grids. This system has prevailed ever since to bring
the power most all of us use, from hydroelectric plants
in Northern Quebec, to nuclear plants in Southern
New York and coal-fired plants in the Midwest.

Edison’s dysfunction may now be remedied
because of new technologies. At the same time,
solar energy and microgrids could, and should,
change how we get our power. As it does so, we can
expect a democratization of energy production, and
perhaps an end to the large distribution towers that
criss-cross our country.

The microgrid may soon replace the ubiquitous
national grid because new and more powerful
semiconductors allow us to change the voltage of
direct current cheaply and efficiently, and perhaps
even more benignly than the transformers that
have changed little in 130 years. Direct current
is actually safer and more efficient to move long
distances, now that the voltage conversion problem
has been overcome. This has opened up all kinds of
opportunities.

The reason is that many new technologies, from
solar cells to fuel cells, intrinsically generate direct
current. And, batteries can efficiently store direct
current. A combination of solar panels producing
electricity during the day, batteries storing energy
at night, and sustainable hydroelectric power
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smoothing over our energy needs by throttling
up and down as necessary is the most efficient
and most environmentally benign way to
provide us with the electricity we all need.

Such an opportunity allows us all to become
both producers and consumers of electricity.
We can generate electricity from solar panels
on our rooftops that are now very affordable.
We can use this energy to charge the batteries
in electric cars that now have the performance
and are approaching the range of hydrocarbon-
burning vehicles. We can keep these cars
plugged in even after they are charged to pump
energy back into our lights and appliances, and
even into the homes of our neighbors connected
to our community microgrids.

The technology to form microgrids within
our neighborhoods, rather than rely on non-
sustainable power from afar, allows us to create
sustainable communities, perhaps even in spite
of the large power companies or consortia that
want us to buy the power that they generate by
their choice of means.

Organized power is not going to let us form
these microgrids without a fight, though.
Their technologies are becoming increasingly
obsolete, but they have no competitive
advantage in monopolizing power that anyone
can now generate in our own backyard or on
our rooftops. There are profits to preserve and
yesterday’s mortgaged electricity production
facilities to pay. Yet, solar and wind power, and
microgrids are here to stay.

Colin Read teaches environmental and energy
economics at SUNY Plattsburgh.

TO PLANT A TREE

Members of People for Positive

Action recently planted a tree as part of their
Annual Retreat, at Mae Currier Recreation Park.
Town of Plattsburgh officials chose the planting
site so that, once grown, the tree will shade the
younger children as they use the playground
equipment there.

Upon arriving, we found one member had already
dug the hole and delivered the tree. Another
brought a five-gallon bucket of homemade
compost to mix with the soil around the root-ball.
Cook and Gardener nursery loaned us a watering
ring to help insure the tree’s success, and the
Town thoughtfully leaves the outside spigot at the
recreation building open (so that the new tree can
be watered without hauling water to the Park).

This meant one environmentally conscious
PFPA member could ride his bike over to the Park
with an empty 3-gallon jug to water the tree. Sure
enough, the hose bib was on!

Unfortunately, however, it turned out that
the faucet comes out of the building only a wee
distance above the ground, making it impossible
to fill that darn jug. This, therefore, required
pedaling back home for a short length of hose,
then riding back out to the Park again.

After using the hose to fill the jug at the bib,
he hauled that first 24 pounds of water over to
the tree... where he discovered someone else had
already left three one-gallon milk jugs filled with
water—right beside the watering ring!

Nonetheless, the determined arborist poured his
full jug into that sucker anyway, then made the
trip two more times to fill the ring. Never touched
those other three jugs, which were left filled for
when the next, community-minded Aquarian
drops by to water the tree...

There are lessons here beyond knowing the use
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of that handy-dandy Town spigot requires having
a hose with your jug. Or that, as another member
suggested, one “could haul a 500 foot hose on
a trailer behind your bike.” All that would be
required is “to hook up to the faucet and reel it
out to the tree.”

It only takes a little serious thought to realize a
greater appreciation for the kinds of community
effort required to plant a tree in a public space. The
dollar cost is insignificant compared to the time
and effort required for communicating with each
other about whether and where, when and how a
tree might be planted, let alone finally placing it!

Now, the planning and effort must continue in
order to provide the care required to insure it becomes
well established, so that it can grow on its own.

This particular project leads to thinking about
the long-term future too...

The present generation of children, and maybe
the next, will not be enjoying much shade from
that sapling on the playground. Nonetheless,
so long as it grows it will be, like all other trees,
building wood out of the CO2 it captures, and
making vital oxygen.

In this sense, it represents an infinitesimal, but
ongoing contribution toward a desperately needed
global atmospheric rebalancing. This is in addition
to what will, eventually, become a source of much
needed shade.

Planting a tree is an act of community. It is
part of the sequence of subtle changes in human
relationships that extends behind us, as far back as
there have been human beings. That continuum
of community is what has delivered each and
every one of us to this particular place and time.
It continues to extend in front of us, too, into
the future that includes our children, and their
children’s children.

However, it will only go as far as we are willing
and able to maintain it—together.




