Lessons from Earth Day

As Earth Day 2009 approaches April 22, it seems a good time to dig into the past a little and uncover what the original organizers considered the most important issues facing the planet and what to do about them. 

In 1969, Senator Gaylord Nelson, the “father” of Earth Day, was outraged and alarmed by several events happening in the US; the huge oil spill off the coast of Santa Barbara, the meltdown of fuel rods in the Savannah River nuclear plant near Aiken, SC and the Cuyahoga River in Ohio catching fire, among others. Senator Nelson recruited Dennis Hayes, a Harvard grad student to spearhead a national educational and festive event. As a result, twenty million people participated on school campuses across the country in 1970 and help launch successful Earth Day celebrations ever year since.
What most people aren’t aware of is that the organizers developed three tenets for the original Earth Day 1970. They were; to Recycle, to use Renewable Energy and to GO VEG! Yes, to GO VEG! The first two are well known and followed widely, but to GO VEG? As popular as Earth Day is, few people eat as a vegetarian and even fewer know that this critical element was once embraced by the organizers. 
Early, even before our country’s environmental awakening, it was known that a meat-based diet was an ecological disaster. Even Albert Einstein, who had died 15 years earlier, was well aware of that fact. One of his most famous quotes sums it up nicely. He said, "Nothing will benefit human health and increase chances for survival of life on Earth as much as the evolution to a vegetarian diet."  
Since 1970, more and more research bolsters this call to dietary change for the future of our planet. Recently the United Nation’s Food and Agricultural Organization released an exhaustive report, titled Livestock’s Long Shadow. It concludes that eating meat is "one of the most significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, at every scale from local to global." And it insists that the meat industry "should be a major policy focus when dealing with problems of land degradation, climate change and air pollution, water shortage and water pollution, and loss of biodiversity." 
As for global warming, the report goes on to say that meat production causes 40 percent more greenhouse-gas emissions than all forms of transportation combined. Eating meat is by far an individual's number one contribution to global greenhouse gases. 
To put this all into context, the United Nations Environment Programme released a study involving 1,400 scientists. They wrote that, “The speed at which mankind has used the Earth’s resources over the past 20 years has put “humanity’s very survival” at risk. The bleak verdict on the environment was issued as an “urgent call for action” and said that the “point of no return” was fast approaching. 
This is serious stuff and requires that we all take action. The most effective tool any individual has is the fork in their hand. It’s time to use it in a healthy, sustainable and compassionate way.
Sidebar or Graphic: Geophysicists at the University of Chicago equated the carbon footprint of a meat-based diet to driving around in a large SUV, a vegetarian diet to driving around in a mid-sized sedan and a vegan diet to riding around on a bike or walking! To make the most of your renewed ecological awakening, try going VEGAN!
