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Resources for Living

THIS IS A PRODIGAL CENTURY, probably the most

prodigal in the history of the world. We are using up
the earth’s resources at a pace never before known.
The surface is being scratched to provide food for a
rapidly increasing population, and modern industry
is literally turning the earth inside out at a rate that
never occurred in the past except in the neighbourhood
of volcanoes.

All this is creating a new environment, an environ-
ment which we are not yet sure will be healthful and
habitable for us and our successors.

Human life is not a simple thing, like stepping from
not being into being. Before our environment could
start to support the likes of us it had to be built up
from the simplest microscopic cells through higher
and still higher forms. The process is still going on, as
our environment changes by small degrees between
ice age and ice age.

Since mankind toddled its first steps there have been
great changes in the demands made by men upon the
earth’s produce. But in the same time there has been
no significant change in the earth’s 24,902 mile cir-
cumference, its 145 million square miles of ocean, its
58 million square miles of land surface. Our allowance
of land suitable for cultivation is some 10,710 million
acres, about 3 ½ acres for each person living today.

It is obvious that since we live within such limited
bounds, every change we make in our environment,
from the building of cities to the explosion of nuclear
forces, has profound biological significance for us. If
we alter things around us, we must adjust ourselves
to new conditions of existence. Darwin’s theory of
survival of the fittest does not mean survival of the
best, but only survival of those best fitted to cope
with their circumstances.

Evolution is not only a belief about how we came
to be what we are, but our hope for becoming what
we need to be.

Here is the human problem in a sentence: to what
extent shall we conform to patterns imposed by
environment and how far shall we go ill resisting and
changing them ? Every force we set in motion, whether
by our technology or by our treatment of soil, animals,

birds, insects and bacteria, will affect the lives of
many other creatures.

This problem must be faced with one tremendous
factor in mind: the increasing pressure of world
population. Always, so far back as history carries us,
there has been this pressure of the biological increase
of human beings on the sources and means of produc-
tion. Some of the pressure was relieved in past
centuries by expansion into new continents; some was
relieved by the development of new food production
processes.

There are no new continents today, and world
population has increased from 900 million at the
time of the American Revolution to 3,060 million in
1960.

These mouths are being fed from soil which we are
working intensively. Only recently have we begun to
think of the need to maintain the proper mineral
content in this soil. Only recently have we become
active in trying to stem the washing away of chemical
elements necessary to proper nutrition.

While life has been evolving for perhaps 500 million
years, this change in demand has come about in the
last two hundred years, and our awareness of the
need for conservation can be dated no further back
than a half century. It would be strange if some ad-
justments in our thinking and our behaviour did not
have to be made.

What is our environment ?

Professor A. F. Coventry, in an address to the
Toronto Field Naturalists’ Club, referred to "this
compulsive matrix.., which provides the marvellously
fit environment for life, but only if life conforms to
that environment."

As it is used in terms of human life, "environment"
is a comprehensive word. It is the community in which
we live; the neighbouring counties and the distant
plains and mountains, and the actions of men whose
influence spreads out to affect in some way nearly
every community living on the earth. Our destiny is
governed by a multitude of events taking place beyond
the observational range of any individual.



Basically, nature is an orderly system of things and
events. A healthy and excellent way of life demands
balance between soil and city; plants, animals and
men; air, water and industry. Men are but a part of
the pattern in which the soil-plowing worm, the
mineral-exploiting industry, the chlorophyll-using plant
and the lowly spider’s web all have their place. Men,
having so great power to interfere with the ways of
nature, have a corresponding duty to study it so as
to make their interference constructive.

Some of the laws contributing to the balance of
nature are these: adaptation, succession, multiplica-
tion, and control. When these laws are obeyed, nature
tends to produce on any piece of land the greatest
amount of life that it can support. There is a built in
system of checks and balances tending to maintain a
stable condition or to lead to a gradual change: for
example, a climax forest or a pond that is being
converted successively into a marsh, a bog, and a
swamp.

We have paid too little attention to these facts. As
Professor Coventry said: "We have assumed that we
can push nature about to our heart’s content without
reference to that subtle interplay of living things that
we call the balance of nature, when in fact we interfere
at our great peril."

The greatest man of letters produced by ancient
Rome said two thousand years ago something that
might with truth have appeared in today’s newspaper:
"Nature points out her tendencies by a variety of
unambiguous notices, and proclaims her meaning in
the most emphatical language, yet I know not how
it is, we seem strangely blind to her clearest signals,
and deaf to her loudest voice !"

Of this we can be sure: no retaliation of nature is
caused by a perverse desire to frustrate us, and no
explosion of nature is an incoherent episode. We are
expected to know the laws which govern us, and upon
our conformance to them depends the future of the
human race.

Most of us want, as one of the principal things in
life, our health, but if we make the earth sick we
ourselves shall reap the diseases arising from pollution,
exhaustion of the soil, wasting water. It is not enough
to work out medical schemes involving hospitals,
doctors and drugs, although in our present state we
need them greatly. It is not enough to invent new ways
of "making" food- as did the British scientists who
this year discovered a process of making milk without
a cow. We need, first of all, to make sure that the
bases of our lives- soil and water and air- are
pure, and that they contain the elements necessary to
our bodily systems.

Our food sources
So long as the balance of nature remains undisturbed,

the soil is a self-renewable fund. This implies that
arable land is as much a function of the farmer as of
the farm.

There are people who would, because they have a
cage and no pool, try to turn a tadpole into a squirrel
instead of a frog, just as there are farmers who, under
the pressure of the market, try to grow grain on land
fitted only for trees. We cannot force land into the
pattern we wish to impose upon it, but must fit the
use to the land, its capabilities, and its limitations.
The quality of the soil, its organic and chemical
content, has a great effect on the quality of the plants
that grow in it, and therefore on their food value.

This is why the steering committee of the 1961
"Resources for Tomorrow" Conference decided on
formation of a Resource Ministers Council for Canada.
It will meet several times a year to consider policies
and plans for more effective resource management
and development.

Basic knowledge about plants has advanced at a
prodigious rate, but wisdom in their management has
been slow to come.

What the plants do has been known for a long time.
The green leaf pigment, called chlorophyll, is the one
link between the sun and life: the conduit of energy
to our bodies. In the plant’s green laboratory the
chlorophyll blends the sun’s rays with elements taken
from the air, the water and the soil. When the plant
is eaten by an animal, the stored-up force is used to
sustain life. When a plant dies, its roots and leaves
sustain the small organisms which are among the
most important factors in the cycle of life, the bacteria.
These decompose the remains of higher plants and
animal~ into new chemical combinations to be used
as food by new generations of plants.

Our agricultural plants, our grains and our roots,
have been forced out of their natural habitat where
they could look after themselves in their own way
into a new environment, largely artificial. We owe
them the debt of protection and culture.

Our forests
In every land and in all ages the forests have had

profound influence on the progress and welfare of
mankind. The story of man’s advance from a primitive
cave-dweller to the master of a civilized world cannot
be told without frequent reference to his contacts and
relationships with forests.

The violation of the laws governing the extent of
forest cover is one of the most tragic examples of
human folly in the face of nature’s wisely ordered
system. As continuous waves of immigrants swept
over one country after another, the forest was pushed
back by axe and fire. The hoe and the plough were
used where only trees could grow. As a Nicaraguan
proverb has it: "One man in one day with one match
can clear a hundred acres!"

Productive forests are possible only by the sustained
and effective practice of good forestry. This involves
progressive cutting, reseeding either by planting or
encouraging seed trees, protection against insects
which bore into the trees, and grazing animals which
destroy the bark and the ground cover.




