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Earth at the crossroads

Phoebe Barnard

Phoebe is co-founder and chief executive o4 cer of the Stable Planet Alliance 
(https://www.stableplanetalliance.org) and a4 liate full professor of biodiversity 
conservation and environmental futures at the University of Washington.

Keywords: limits; overpopulation; societal change

Citation: Barnard P (2023) Earth at the crossroads. The Ecological Citizen 6(2): 111–16.

Our species, despite its cleverness, is proving grimly resistant to wisdom. 
The rise and fall of civilizations over millennia give us much to learn from. 

Do we learn? Will we learn? 
We should see the eight-billion-people milestone in 2022 for what it is: a 

red flag for humanity. Our appetites, and our numbers, underlie virtually 
every societal and planetary pressure and crisis we face. So we need short, 
medium and long-term strategies to turn our trajectory around, to keep 
humanity and our exquisitely diverse, beleaguered planet from the brink. As a 
medium-term strategy, this milestone should trigger a global grand-
challenge moonshot focus: a multi-pronged process of tapering o3 our 
numbers and our appetites to a point where humanity can live in balance with 
ecosystems and with itself.

But how do we get from here to there? My personal reflection on many years 
in environmental and development planning, in two African nations at 
historical crossroads, suggests that as those nations did, we can and must hold 
explicit, open, honest society-wide dialogues – both formal and informal – on 
the purpose and values of a new economy, society and politics. 

Namibia and South Africa
As a young scientist and policy strategist, I was privileged to be embraced by 
two countries, Namibia and South Africa, where I lived and worked for 34 years 
in government and academia. Without realizing it, I had found two nations 
which might teach the rest of humanity about negotiating major crossroads. 
Those two countries were at pivotal points in their histories. They could ask 
two crucial questions: “What kind of a society do we want to be from here? And 
how should we get there?”

When I was a young lecturer on biodiversity in Namibia at Independence in 
1990, the capital, Windhoek, was a dusty town of fewer than 200,000 people. 
These were heady times: a young society emerging from often bitter colonial 
rule by Germany, Britain and apartheid South Africa, with the thrill of freedom. 
What kind of society could it now become – and how? 

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net
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The mad rush of embassies to newly independent Namibia soon saw the 
sprouting of incongruously lush ambassadorial gardens. Where would this water 
come from? The driest nation south of the Sahara, Namibia has no internal 
perennial rivers. Under pressure from some of us, Namibia began managing 
water demand – not just supply – in line with its new, sustainability-focused 
Constitution. Previously, o4 cials had simply found water to meet demand – 
whatever the costs. And wanting to grow a large and vibrant economy, the 
founding President initially urged his people to multiply rapidly – until strongly 
advised that the arid country and its economy simply couldn’t support rapid 
population growth.

All this made me start to realize the acute risks which not only population 
pressure, but also highly unequal consumption, posed for our planet, 
biodiversity, climate and civilization. When I was asked to design and lead 
national programmes for Namibia, to give e3ect to the new Constitution which 
protected biodiversity, essential ecological processes and sustainable use, I had 
to think deeply about many things. One was how carrots and sticks, programs 
and policies might be artfully deployed to protect the hyper-arid country from 
degradation and overshoot. Namibia’s periodic national visioning workshops – 
society-wide discussions and strategic planning sessions – gave power and 
oxygen to the detailed planning for the new country. We achieved a great deal 
there, in several respects becoming a model for other nations. 

Later, at its own crossroads of post-apartheid democratic transition, South 
Africa too could wipe its national slate reasonably clean. It embarked upon its 
own visioning workshops, asking its own version of “what kind of society do 
we want from here, and how do we get there?” Crucially, it also created a Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission, chaired by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, to work 
the poison of racism out of its collective bloodstream. 

I was asked to help lead global and national processes there, to assist South 
Africa and the world to understand the vulnerability of biodiversity to global 
change – especially climate change. South Africa’s vigorous public-works 
programs, like Working for Water (Martin, 2018), remove invasive alien species 
and restore watersheds, whilst also providing large-scale employment and 
social services to help right the ecological, economic and social wrongs of its 
past. The country struggles to free itself from the suspicions and inequities of 
apartheid, but at its transition to democracy it rightly staked its future on a 
combination of sustainability, innovation, justice, restitution and ecosystem 
restoration. 

Systems and leadership to repair overshoot
Our species is one of awkward contrasts, though. We humans are much too 
clever, and not nearly wise enough. Planning is one thing; e3ective 
implementation is quite another. With tribal and patriarchal histories, in Africa 
and all over the globe, we tend to exalt or vilify billionaires, divisive politicians, 
soccer stars and celebrities, rather than celebrate the unseen heroes of our 
society. We unwittingly glorify vanity and abysmal leadership, even when it 
destroys the fabric of our society and planet, or when it foments autocracy. 

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net
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All of which has made me wonder, since those early working days in 
Namibia: 

Is democracy – which despite good beginnings, now encourages superficial 

popularity rather than wise leadership – nimble enough, fast enough, strong 

enough, to bring Earth and humanity through the challenges of planetary 

overshoot and inequity ahead? 

And is capitalism – which rewards competition, status, wastefulness, 

convenience and comfort – even remotely transformable to face down these 

same challenges and lead to an ecological civilization? 

The global economy isn’t a racing car that we can pull over into a pit-stop to 
repair. We must figure out how to transform it, radically, on the road. Likewise, 
unless we wish for chaotic revolution, we must focus on democratic or other 
profound, peaceable evolution of our social and political systems, mores, 
mind-sets and values. Many may argue that a century or so of multilateral 
progress shows us the frameworks for this. Many more may argue that 
200,000 years of hominid evolution will overwhelm our flash-in-the-pan 
global collective experiments.

Long involved in the careers of young professionals globally, especially women 
in Africa, I started wondering about the nature of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ 
values in leadership. Men (and others with assertive, competitive approaches to 
leadership) statistically tend to value status, competitive prowess, ego and 
powerful reactivity more highly than women. Women often – although certainly 
not always – tend to value collective benefits, long-term stability and a 
proactive pre-emption of conflict. 

Do these statistical observations – stereotypes really – o3er any guidance for 
the era ahead? I decided they certainly do, but that instead of promoting purely 
women’s leadership, we might better promote more ‘feminine’ collaborative 
leadership among everybody.

Leadership is of course sorely needed right now, as Earth and our societies 
alike visibly fail to cope with eight billion humans. Many traits and values 
battle for control of our impulses, especially as our climate, planet and 
societies become destabilized. Will we reactively choose autocratic leaders, or 
proactively choose collaborative visionaries? Of course, it’s better to be 
collectively conscious about it. 

We brought some control over our darker impulses after WWI and WWII. We 
made progress in the multilateral collaboration that gave rise to the League
of Nations, then the United Nations. It’s nonetheless been short-lived: 
genocides continued in Cambodia, Armenia, Rwanda, former Yugoslavia. 
Political, economic and social repression have continued, with forced 
assimilation, ‘re-education,’ and death of indigenous societies, Tibetans and 
Uighurs, among others. Our dire impact on biodiversity and Earth systems 
has accelerated since that time. We can’t take our eye o3 the need for 
intentionality.

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net
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Way out of whack, and needing re-balancing
As a young UN biodiversity and climate negotiator on behalf of Namibia, I watched 
at close quarters the policy supremacy, quite detached from ecological or physical 
reality, of the World Trade Organization and how it dominated the impact of our 
environmental and social conventions. Raw materials were shipped from 
countries of origin (often tropical Africa and Asia, benefiting multinationals) to 
countries of value addition (often Europe, Asia and North America) and back again. 
Milk from cows in Britain is used to make cheese in France or New Zealand and 
shipped back again. None of this vast explosion of shipping and trade was possible 
without fossil fuels, and it only makes sense within a narrow and perverted 
framework of arcane trade laws and profit motives. Trade is ancient. But this 
cheap, ephemeral fossil energy causes waste in trade, and the transformation of 
habitats for cheap commodities, on an obscene scale. 

I realized I was watching the peak and decline, in slow motion, of 
multilateralism and globalization. 

The eight billion mark for humanity is no cause for celebration. It’s a warning 
flag. As Bajaj (2022) points out, while we tiptoe around talking about population 
and consumption, our planet is being smothered, exhausted, and unravelled by it.

Yes, of course, humans are remarkable. Sure, we can be creative and 
innovative – and must continue to be. But that’s not even remotely su4 cient 
logic to wave away the incalculable travesty of stretched societies, overburdened 
infrastructure, declining social services, sorely abraded mental health, gun 
violence, biodiversity destruction, species extinctions, ecosystem degradation, 
greenhouse gas emissions and plastics pollution – among the many other 
crises, all direct or indirect symptoms of overshoot – that result. This is no 
longer 1950, when the western world still lived in a delusion of progress without 
consequence. And with a profiteering economy, we’ve only exacerbated all these 
trends through wasteful globalization. 

It’s our choice
Is an ecological civilization something that we can still actively choose? Or will 
our future be chosen for us, with passive disintegration and collapse?

The times ahead call on us to be the best people that we can be. And yet, 
chances are that many of us won’t be the best. Increasingly, many are
the worst – reacting impulsively, petulantly, violently. We’ve rarely been 
schooled to look ahead and plan for ‘genuine progress’ with the wellbeing of 
people and planet alike. Our responses are likely to be local and patchy. Some 
experiments in a wiser, humbler, more ecocentric humanity, wellbeing 
economy and horizontal democracy or benign non-collective leadership will 
likely succeed. Many other regions may prove unable to wrest our collective 
reactivity into a more intentional state. The jury is still out. And it may be out 
for some time.

Learn from the past about possible futures
History shows us that even quite modest climate change is accompanied by 
social, political and economic instability (Keys, 2000), as well as the outbreak 
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of pandemics. But most of us didn’t anticipate the additional curve balls of 
autocracy, which often weaponizes gullibility. Autocracy, it’s become unpleasantly 
clear, is the more common outcome of long-term strategies for global domination 
by strongmen and ideologues throughout the world – from Putin to Bannon and 
what Monbiot (2022) calls the ‘turbocapitalists’ of the world. It’s brought out the 
very worst of humanity, at the worst possible time – what von Hellermann (2022) 
calls the tragedy of the non-commons. 

I’m not the first to observe these impulses. But it seems as though our 
cravings and reactions, our tendency to human supremacy, xenophobia and 
finger-pointing, rather than our tendency for trust, collaboration and 
ecological inclusiveness, could make us go down with both a bang and a 
whimper. Does it need to be that way? If we fail to act on our six, seven, eight 
billion human milestones, we’ll be letting nature impose a cull rather than 
actively engaging self-restraint. 

Concerted and public collective e3ort is now needed to rope in these darker 
tendencies. Our eight billion milestone reminds us that we have left the times 
of predictability and stability. The unstable future is whizzing up to hit us. 

Radical transformation – in many dimensions, and all at once
Perhaps because of the magnitude of the challenges, we compartmentalize and 
isolate them. We see crises of climate, biodiversity loss, plastics pollution, 
political and economic instability and so on, as unrelated. But they’re all 
symptoms of overshoot. And that should be enormously reassuring, because it 
o3ers us a coherent, rather simpler set of solutions.

Stabilizing and reducing our numbers and our appetites – and reframing our 
cultural, economic and personal values (Fioramonti et al., 2022) – can defuse 
most of our societal and planetary crises within this century. Of course, these 
are medium-term strategies. The shorter-term work to stabilize our climate, 
planet and civilization still requires at least four things: radical cuts in 
emissions, removal of atmospheric methane and other greenhouse gases, 
moratoria on land transformation and logging of mature forests, and 
acceleration of economic transitions to support all these steps.

If we can commit to these, we have a chance at restoring both our planet and 
our climate. That’s the subject of a film I’m co-producing with John Bowey and 
Pat McDonnell this winter. 

So in the next year, globally, we need to prepare ourselves very much better for 
the g-forces of environmental and social change. But also, we need to consciously 
reopen ourselves to the possibility of success. The world doesn’t have to be this 
way. And it doesn’t have to end this way. We can choose survival – based on 
wisdom rather than reactivity; intentional community actions rather than 
fortress resource-grabs; resilience and transformation rather than collapse.

We can, and must, embrace the opportunity to redesign almost everything 
that’s wrong with our society and planet. Learning deeply from wiser and more 
ancient communities, the western world needs to cultivate the ability to protect 
the Earth we share, and all her beings, while reining in impatience, self-
interest, spite, xenophobia and fear. 
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We can, to some extent, rewrite our species and societies, as if from a blank 
slate. These times will call on us to be the very best people that we can be. Let’s 
not waste a good crisis. 
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To escape the human vanity of being first, or realizing something first, it’s 
good to bump into a forerunner. I never suspected the historian Arnold 

Toynbee (vivebat, as he would say, 1889–1975) of having a deep-green 
sensibility. So I was startled to read, in JR McNeill’s preface to his Something 
New Under the Sun, that “The American humorist Robert Benchley allegedly 
wrote a history of the Atlantic cod fishery from the point of view of the fish. The 
British historian Arnold Toynbee published ‘The Roman Revolution from the 
Flora’s Point of View,’ in which he gave speaking roles to plants” (McNeill, 
2001; cf. McNeill, 2014).

Intrigued, I found this fifteen page piece crouching in the back of the second 
volume of a much larger Toynbee book, Hannibal’s Legacy: The Hannibalic War’s 
E-ects on Roman Life. Happily, McNeill didn’t exaggerate: not only do the 
plants talk, they’re deities into the bargain. The olive trees are Athena; the 
vines are Bacchus; the grainfields Ceres and the forests Silvanus. And these 
deities are Homerically pesky with each other – but in the service of Toynbee’s 
proposition, delivered with the straightest of faces, that

our planet’s flora shares with the planet’s human inhabitants both the 

advantages and the limitations of being alive. It, too, is self-centred and self-

regarding; and, if it were able to communicate to human minds the 

subconscious assumptions on which it acts, it would assuredly take it for 

granted, just as mankind takes it, that it, and it exclusively, is the be-all and the 

end-all of creation (585–6).1

The plant-deities’ dialogue (they’re just boasting, actually) is about their 
own cleverness at tricking humans into spreading them geographically. 
(Toynbee wrote this when Michael Pollan was perhaps five.)

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net
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Toynbee’s parodic mockery of human ruthlessness toward other species is 
quite pointed. Athena the olive tells her ally Bacchus the vine:

We have driven dull Ceres right out of the lowlands, and we have forced uncouth 

Silvanus to retreat up the mountain-slopes till he has his back against the 

snowline. […] [O]ur joint master-stroke has been to make use, for achieving our 

war-aims, of one of the inferior forms of life. These human parasites of ours: they 

are parvenus by comparison with the bees; yet we have made them serve us 

almost as well as the bees have been made to serve our cousins the flowers (586).

Soon afterward cotton, tomatoes and corn all get their divine innings (an 
Aztec deity shows up). Yet Toynbee’s point is tragic: “it is unquestionable that 
a number of species of the planet’s flora have been propagated by human 
agency, and that this work of propagation has been most active and e3ective in 
times of great upheaval in human a3airs, in which the destruction of human 
life and happiness has risen to a peak” (587–8).

The absence of any progressivist, utilitarian account of the spread of ‘useful’ 
species is striking. Further, Toynbee includes climatic shifts, agreeing with a 
nineteenth-century scholar, Nissen, that “Ancient Italy had more summer 
rain and greater winter cold – that, in fact, its climate was more like the 
Central European type than like the present” and adds: “through changing the 
Peninsula’s flora, Man’s action may actually have changed its climate 
too” (590).

These few pages have a vertiginous quality of time travel – between the 
3rd century BCE to 19th century descriptions, and between Toynbee’s youthful 
journal and his old age.

He delights in noting that just as di3erent altitudes host di3erent flora, in a 
way they also host di3erent slices of time. “On Monte Amiata in central 
Tuscany the olive and the vine do not ascend higher than 600 metres; the 
chestnut ranges from 600 to 950 metres; the beech climbs to the summit, 
which is 1,734 metres high” (592). He evokes a time when forests enclosed 
small societies, telling us that “the forest-god Silvanus’s subsidiary role, in 
historical times, [was] as the tutelary god of international frontiers” (593). And 
he traces the receding forests not only from the deforestations of the 19th 
century and earlier, but from indications in classical authors about logging and 
shipbuilding.

Yet his ultimate focus is not on change but on ‘enduringness’. He writes, “If 
one is seeking to recapture the likeness of Peninsular Italy as it was in the 
Graeco-Roman Age, one should look for it today, not in the Peninsula, but on 
the farther side of the Apennines” – and he recalls “the Saltus Ciminius […] 
when, on 17 October 1911, I walked over it, from Caprarola to Viterbo, in the 
track of the pair of Roman spies who are said to have braved its terrors in 
310 BC” (598). He quotes his journal from when he was twenty-two:

Hobble at leisure over the Ciminian Pass. Lie long on top, with grand view. The 

top is moor; vast forests all round the lake [i.e. the Lago di Vico]. The main 
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summit, heavily wooded, lies to the north-east, with a cluster of heavily wooded 

peaks round it. The woods apparently still stretch, through broken country, to 

the Tiber, just north of Orte (598).

He adds cheerfully that, as of 1962, “The mayor of the town of Vetralla was 
still being formally married to the trees in an annual ceremony performed on 
8  May” (598). And on his walk (at 73) in the Foresta d’Umbra on 25 March 
1962, “the fir-woods there reminded me of the Black Forest. At that date, snow 
was still lying and was still falling.” (599).

He concludes by praising what we might now call a victory of wildness – but 
not over 20th-century claims of modernization and mastery. Rather,

By the year AD 1962 nearly two thousand years had passed since Varro had 

boasted that the post-Hannibalic commercialisation of Peninsular Italian 

agriculture had transformed the Peninsula into one continuous orchard. Yet in 

1962 there were still some surviving vestiges of the shaggier, more northern-

looking Italy of the Pre-Hannibalic Age (599).

My extreme pleasure with Toynbee’s piece comes from how he o3ered, in 
1965, a depth of sensibility which lies for us (if we’re awfully lucky) in one of 
our possible futures. From deity-plants in motion, to agnosticism about who’s 
the servant of whom; from climatic di3erences by altitude to climatic changes 
across time; from classical authors to motorist guides; and from any texts at all 
to life. Just a walk, up over the hill from youth down to old age. The snow’s still 
falling in late March, and, thank God, it’s before the Christian era somewhere.

Hannibal’s Legacy isn’t an easy book to get hold of. But there’s always 
interlibrary loan or the Internet Archive (https://is.gd/dvtUL6), and there’s all 
the time in the world. Once you find the book, you needn’t come to terms with 
it. Just take the second volume and turn to page 585.

Note
1 All page references are to Toynbee (1965).
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Never Too Late (series)
Antiochus Omissi

About the artist: Antiochus Omissi is an artist and illustrator whose work is focused on developing
stories and educational images around the subject of climate change. His drawing series
Never Too Late responds to the ideas discussed by the French ecologist Aurélien Barrau.

From the artist: “I was listening to a podcast interview with Aurélien Barrau. In the interview, Barrau was 
asked if it was ‘too late’ to act on climate change. His answer left me thinking ‘… it is never too late to do 

something positive.’ Very quickly the images of this drawing series started to take form. I’m aware that, as 
an illustrator, I’ll never be able to contain the enormous complexity of environmental questions in my 

drawings. Instead, I hope that my pictures draw out enough of the emotional heart of those
questions to lead people to explore that complexity for themselves.”

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=6&n=2
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WITNESS: A garden without 
sparrows – from population to 
ecosystem collapse, and beyond

Andrea Cardini

Andrea is a biologist in the Department of Chemical and Geological Sciences at 
the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, Modena, Italy.
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It is late spring 2014 and I am visiting the Natural History Museum in Milan 
with my class of biology and natural science students.1 We have seen the 

taxidermy lab, the alcohol collection and entomology in the morning, and are 
now taking a lunch break before continuing with the visit in the afternoon. The 
museum is a beautiful 19th century building in a corner of the Giardini 
Montanelli, one of the few historic public gardens in the centre of the city. It is 
sunny and nice to be in the park, a quiet green oasis (Fig. 1) in one of the 
largest, as well as most polluted cities in western Europe. As we sit outdoors at 
the tables of the Bar Bianco, in the central area of the park, sparrows land 
between our feet, pick up bread crumbs and rush away to have their little lunch 
sitting on a tree branch or hidden among the bushes. Quite few of them are bold 
and land directly on the table – they look carefully at the customers, make a 
few little jumps towards a dish with a sandwich or a croissant, steal a large 
crumb and fly away. Pigeons are there too, but they are not so daring and keep 
their distance until a customer leaves and they can peacefully search for tiny 
leftovers.

Sparrows and pigeons have been a constant presence in Milan since I was a 
child. They were in every park, a common sight on roofs and a frequent visitor 
on window sills, with sparrows announcing their arrival with loud chirps. I 
enjoyed their company and sometimes fed them (despite the complaints of the 
neighbours!). I took it for granted that they would be there forever. But I never 
paid much attention to their role, as little fellow citizens, who brought a bit of 
wildlife to the concrete jungle of the city.

One year has passed and, in May 2015, we are back at the museum: a di6erent 
class of students, and the same but always exciting visit to the hidden wonders 
of the Natural History Museum. Again, we take a break in the park and sit 
outdoors at the same bar for a quick meal. There are a few pigeons, but no 
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Figure 1. Giardini Montanelli: views of the lake and some of the gardens 
feathered and ‘non-feathered’ wildlife (photos thanks to and courtesy of 
Giorgio Bardelli https://www.giorgiobardelli.org/). Clockwise from bottom 
right: common moorhen; grey heron; tongue mushroom on a European
oak; crocodile gecko; fairy inkcap; common blackbird; European mantis; 
sulphur polypore on the deceased ancient red oak of the poet Montale
(http://www.paolapastacaldi.it/quercia-montale.php).
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sparrows. There are none. They are gone. They are gone in the Giardini 
Montanelli; they are gone in all other parks in the city; there are none on the 
roofs of the buildings. Even out of town, they are a rare sight. Today, I hardly 
see a sparrow in Milan and have not seen one in the city centre since that May, 
eight years ago.

Between the last decade of the 20th century and the beginning of this 
millennium, asynchronous collapses of urban populations of house sparrows 
(in Italy, to be more precise, of the Italian sparrow, a hybrid between Spanish 
and house sparrows; see Figure 2) have occurred in most European cities 
(Summers-Smith, 2003; Anderson, 2006; Brichetti et al., 2008). Indeed, this is 
not just a European phenomenon. Once one of the most common city birds 
across most of the northern hemisphere, the house sparrow still numbers in 
the hundreds of millions worldwide, but has been decreasing in abundance 
almost everywhere. In North America, where they were introduced in the mid-
19th century, sparrows are rapidly declining in urbanized areas, although still 
holding ground in rural areas (Berigan et al., 2020); house sparrows are 
becoming rare in Moscow and, probably, other Russian cities (Morozov, 2022); 
in India, populations are decreasing in size and, there too, it happens faster in 
large conurbations compared to the countryside (Sharma and Binner, 2020).

The decline of sparrow populations in cities seems to begin very slowly and 
mostly goes unnoticed. Only where systematically monitored does the slow 
downward trend become visible (Summers-Smith, 2003). But after a few years 
of slow decline, urban populations rapidly collapse, without later signs of 
recovery. What are the causes? There is a variety of explanations (Anderson, 
2006): a lack of nesting opportunities in modern buildings and less food 
availability in progressively cleaner cities; the starvation or suboptimal fitness 
of nestlings, inadequately fed by parents unable to find enough insects, whose 
diversity and abundance is also in decline (Sánchez-Bayo and Wyckhuys, 2019; 
Wagner et al., 2021); a reduced survival rate due to sub-lethal doses of heavy 

Figure 2. Female (left) and male (right) Italian sparrow (photo by Claudio Gennari; 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/).
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metals, herbicides and pesticides; the top-down predatory pressure of larger 
urban populations of sparrowhawks, other raptors and feral cats; a new 
undetected disease or simply the increasing burden of parasites and pathogens 
in an unbalanced, warmer ecosystem; the impact of tra7 c, noise, light 
pollution and potentially even of electromagnetic radiation from an endlessly 
expanding telecommunication network. Of all these potential explanations, 
however, none strongly indicates a clear process behind the common pattern. 
As with ‘colony collapse disorder’, that wiped out thousands of honeybee 
colonies across the world, several factors might play a role and interact in a 
complex synergy that, so far, we fail to understand. 

The crash of the urban sparrow populations follows a non-linear dynamic, as 
Summers-Smith (2003) suggested 20 years ago. This can be seen in Figure 3, 
where from (roughly) 1940 to 1990 there is a gradual decline, which then 
suddenly turns into a dramatic crash. Predicting change in such non-linear 
systems is hard. A non-linear collapse in populations under environmental 
stress is, however, far from rare (Cerini et al., 2023). Ecosystems too can have 
non-linearities and switch from one state to another in an ecological blink of 
an eye.

This is what happened in the sea otter–urchin–kelp system of the American 
Pacific north-west, a story beautifully told by James Estes in his autobiography 
Serendipity (Estes, 2020). Between the middle of the 18th century and the first 
decade of the 20th, no less than 500,000 but possibly almost one million sea 

Figure 3. Number of house sparrows per ha in urban areas during the breeding 
season from the late forties to the early 2000 (reprinted with permission from 
Summers-Smith, 2003). Red crosses are Kensington Gardens; black ones are 
city-centres of several large towns in the UK, as well as Dublin and Hamburg; 
green are small rural towns. Note that the vertical axis is on a log-scale, which 
means a ten-fold change per unit. The rural populations, in green, hardly 
changed over time, whereas the urban sparrows first slowly declined (red line 
until 1990) and, then, suddenly crashed in just a decade (steep red line, from 
1990 onward).
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otters were killed in North America for the fur trade (Loshbaugh, 2021). When, 
in the early 1970s, Estes started his research program in Alaska, the almost 
extinct population of sea otter was slowly recovering. By comparing islands 
with and without sea otters, Estes and his collaborators showed that in the 
Aleutian Archipelago a healthy population of otters is key to preserving 
biodiversity-rich and productive kelp forests. Where the forest is healthy, fish 
are abundant and diverse, there are large populations of filter-feeding mussels 
and marine snails, bald eagles have a wider variety of prey and large amounts 
of CO2 are trapped in the tissues of the giant seaweeds (Estes, 2020). With few 
or no sea otters, however, the coastal habitat becomes barren. Estes called it a 
“sea urchin barren” because it is the demographic explosion of sea urchins, 
feeding on kelp, that destroys the marine forest. This happens when the size of 
the population of sea urchins is not kept in check by sea otters, whose 
predation on urchins has a top-down regulatory e6ect on the entire ecosystem. 
The story is, of course, more complex than my simplified account: more 
‘actors’ are involved and there is regional variation in the system. Even today, 
researchers keep adding new pieces to this ecological puzzle (Tinker et al., 
2021).

In the context of this short paper, however, what matters most is the 
dynamic of change in the sea otter–urchin–kelp system: slow and gradual, if 
not imperceptible, at the beginning, but fast to move from kelp forest to 
urchin-barren, or vice versa, after a threshold in the size of the population of 
the predator is passed. In the Aleutian Islands a sea urchin-barren becomes a 
kelp forest when the density of sea otters is, on average, twelve individuals per 
km surveyed. In the reversed change, a kelp forest becomes a sea urchin barren 
when there are approximately less than six otters per km (Estes, 2020). In both 
directions the transition is swift. The ecosystem is resilient and resists change, 
but only up to a certain point. Then, it collapses and becomes something 
radically di6erent. Thresholds for change are di7 cult to estimate and predict 
and, as in the otter–urchin–kelp system, they can be asymmetric. That is, the 
otter density for the trophic upgrade, from the simpler, species-poor and less 
productive, sea urchin barren to the richer state of the kelp forest, is not the 
same as for the trophic downgrade from forest to barren. Non-linearity, 
resilience and asymmetry are all indications of the complexity of demographic 
and ecological changes: hard to notice initially and often di7 cult to reverse, 
but unstoppable and fast once a threshold is reached.

In the case of sparrows, Milan has lost a population of a bird that has lived 
with its citizens for centuries. It may or may not come back. We do not know. 
With sea otters, the 1911 North Pacific Fur Seal Treaty, granting their 
protection, was signed just in time to save the species from complete 
extermination (Ravalli, 2009). Yet their future still looks uncertain. Today, 
despite being protected for more than a century, their populations have not 
recovered (Estes, 2020; Loshbaugh, 2021). The consequences of 170 years of 
overhunting may be written in the DNA of this species, as the title of a recent 
publication suggests: “Genomic analyses reveal range-wide devastation of sea 
otter populations” (Beichman et al., 2023). Genetic diversity is extremely low in 
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the entire series of samples researchers have taken along the Pacific coast of 
North America – from the Kuril, Commander and Aleutian Islands to 
California. Fewer genetic di6erences imply a higher risk of genetic disease and 
a reduced potential for adapting to a rapidly changing environment. With the 
increasing impact of capitalist-driven consumerism and a huge but still 
growing human population, a bright future seems unlikely for the coastal 
ecosystems of the north west Pacific, as for most other terrestrial and marine 
ecosystems. In the last decade, sea otters have begun declining again in 
southwestern Alaska (Estes, 2020; Tinker et al., 2021). As with urban house 
sparrows, despite various hypotheses (Estes, 2020; Tinker et al., 2021), we do 
not yet know why.

Populations and ecosystems collapse with non-linear dynamics. We have 
measured the patterns and studied the mechanisms. We have learned a lot and, 
yet, are far from a clear understanding of even the most evident and best 
researched examples. The planet too might be following a non-linear path. We 
see changes, but they look small and unconcerning. Even when change is large, 
we often miss it on our myopic anthropocentric scale: the children born in 
Milan in the last decade have never seen a sparrow; nobody alive today has 
known what the north American coast of the Pacific looked like, before the 
Steller’s sea cow disappeared and otters were almost exterminated. The 
extinction of species, ecosystems and habitats is followed by the extinction of 
experience. If there are planetary boundaries and potential tipping points that 
we should not pass, as with urban sparrows and kelp forests, we might become 
aware of their reality only when a large part of the system collapses and 
switches to a di6erent state. Going back to the original condition cannot be fast 
and may not even be possible. Signs that the planet is sick are everywhere: we 
might have already wiped out tens of thousands of species and hundreds of 
thousands are in decline as ecosystems become impoverished, habitats 
destroyed, life overharvested and pollution persists and increases.

The questions in the conclusions of De Laet and Summers-Smith’s (2007) 
review on the decline of the urban house sparrow are, after 15 years, still 
without an answer:

Birds are recognised as indicators of the ‘quality of life’. What does a 95% 

decline of house sparrows tells us about the quality of life in our urban centres? 

We need to know.

Is the house sparrow the present day equivalent of the ‘miner’s canary’? Is it 

telling us that something nasty is going on in our towns that might even a+ect 

us? This requires investigation. (De Laet and Summers-Smith, 2007: S2780)

Some representatives of the avifauna have, in fact, become more common, 
and, among them, for instance, in Milan, as well as the rest of northern Italy, 
are the wood pigeon, Eurasian magpie, common kestrel and green woodpecker. 
Overall, however, the populations of many species of birds are shrinking, and, 
in North America alone, it has been estimated that 3 billions birds, which is 
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30% of the total, have vanished from the continent since the 1970s (International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, 2022). The same might be true for Europe, 
where the biomass of breeding birds has fallen by almost 20% since 1980. As 
this follows a general trend for most groups of organisms, it might not seem a 
surprise. However, it was unexpected that, among the birds in stronger decline, 
some are the most common species, like the house sparrow. Worryingly, 
these species are often the human commensals, which we thought were the 
most resilient to anthropogenic pressures.

As has been argued by the proponents of the World Sparrow Day
(https://www.worldsparrowday.org/world-sparrow-day.html), species like 
sparrows might be an ambassador of environmental deterioration. Improving 
the conditions of the urban habitats for wildlife might aid the conservation of 
the house sparrow and the Italian sparrow, and contribute to protecting 
humans as well as many of their ‘more-than human’ cohabitants, in and 
around cities. As we focus on ourselves only, and our needs seem to require 
endless economic growth even in the wealthiest countries, we deny biophysical 
boundaries, oversell technological solutions, greenwash the environmental 
crisis with contradictory ‘sustainable’ goals, draw a deep divide between us and 
the rest of the living world – all while overlooking progress traps and 
ecological interconnections. In sum, we are sawing through the branch of the 
tree on which we sit. 

The little, and apparently irrelevant, sparrow can teach us something. Seen 
as a pest by farmers, they might occasionally be disastrous for individual 
farmers, even if, on average, the loss of crop is around five per cent of the total 
yield (Anderson, 2006). Yet sparrows have been the target of eradication 
campaigns in Europe, America and Asia (Dunn, 2012). The most famous 
campaign was in China, at the time of Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward. 
Sparrows (mainly tree sparrows, a species congeneric to the house sparrow) 
were one of the ‘four pests’ the communist leaders aimed to get rid of. The 
eradication campaign in 1958 was vast and e6ective (Chen and Wang, 2021). If 
there was any positive e6ect on crop yields, however, success was ephemeral. 
Crop production declined sharply soon after, leading to the greatest human 
famine on record. A variety of factors contributed to the famine and likely 
interacted in causing the precipitous drop in agricultural production. Contrary 
to the ecologically ill-informed and narrowly anthropocentric predictions of 
the political leadership, however, the extermination of sparrows might have 
been a significant contributor to the loss of crop yield (Chen and Wang, 2021). 
Adult sparrows raid cultivated field for grain and other seeds, but the negative 
e6ect may be more than counterbalanced by their predation on aphids, 
caterpillars, beetles, flies, grasshoppers and crickets, which are the main food 
for their chicks (Chen and Wang, 2021; Anderson, 2006). Unsurprisingly then, 
the years of the great famine saw an explosion in the population of insect 
‘pests’ (Chen and Wang, 2021; Harrell, 2021). Administrative documents show 
a multi-fold, but largely ine6ective increase in pesticide use between 1958 and 
1961, with sharper increases in the regions that reported the largest number of 
sparrow killings (Chen and Wang, 2021). The government itself realized the 
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mistake and in 1960 reversed the policy of eradication, replacing sparrows with 
bed-bugs in their list of zoological ‘enemies of the state’. Myopic technological 
solutions were oblivious to complexity, and the feedbacks and interactions 
within and among ecosystems. Unbalanced ecological networks lose resilience 
and removing predators can have cascading e6ects. Short-term predictions 
and the wide-scale application of simple, but apparently e6ective, one-
measure-fits-all ‘panacea solutions’ lead to failure. The number of deaths in 
the Great Famine in China is uncertain, but is estimated at between 15 and 
more than 30 million in little more than two years (Chen and Wang, 2021). If 
the loss of ten per cent of the total grain output related to the killing of an 
estimated two billion sparrows in 1958 is an accurate estimate, most of the 
deaths could have been avoided by preserving the tree sparrow and its subtle 
but crucial function in the ecosystem.

Note
1 I am grateful to Diego Rubolini and Luciano Bani for their help with the 

literature and their comments on the decline of the Italian sparrow and 
other species of birds in Milan and Lombardy. I am deeply in debt to all the 
curators and technicians of the Milan Natural History Museum, for all the 
time they have dedicated to me and my students over several years, as we 
discovered the beauty and importance of everything hidden ‘behind the 
scenes’ in this wonderful institution. I sincerely thank Giorgio Bardelli for 
the awesome photographs of the Giardini Montanelli and their wildlife.
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Backyard Biodiversity
Julie Samson

From the artist: “Climate change and biodiversity loss are intricately linked, with each influencing and 
exacerbating the other. To e"ectively address these pressing issues, it is imperative that we place greater 
emphasis on combating deforestation, habitat destruction, and species extinction. It is time to shift our 

perspective on nature, moving away from viewing it solely as a resource to exploit, and instead embrace a 
mindset of partnership and mutual respect. Only by recognising our interconnectedness and striving for 
equality with the natural world can we forge a sustainable future. Through my artwork, I aim to evoke a 

sense of wonder, inviting viewers to appreciate the intricate details and profound significance of the natural 
world. My art initiative, SulitScratch, was born from my desire to merge conservation activism with the 
artistic appreciation of our natural world. With each scratchboard piece I create, I hope to instil a deep 

connection between the viewer and the captivating essence of the many species that inhabit our planet.”

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue:

https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=6&n=2

http://www.ecologicalcitizen.net
https://www.ecologicalcitizen.net/artworks.php?v=6&n=2


ARTWORK | www.ecologicalcitizen.net

Vol 6 No 2 2023 | Page 133

The Savanna Symphony
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Windows to the Wild
Julia Samson
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What can we learn from 
indigenous ecological 
knowledge?

Ngozi Unuigbe

Ngozi is Professor at the University of Benin, Nigeria, who has published widely 
on topics on environmental law and ethics. She has been a key participant in 
United Nations working groups on Human Rights and the Environment.

For centuries – even millennia – indigenous peoples have lived sustainably 
on their ancestral lands. This is made possible by their ecocentric worldview 
which emphasizes that human beings are part of Nature, rather than separate 
from it. Indigenous ecological knowledge has been gathered by indigenous 
communities through intimate observations of local ecosystems over many 
years of living in harmony with their environment. It is not just a body of 
beliefs, but a way of life – a set of ethical practices governing indigenous 
peoples’ relationships with Nature. Despite its ecological sophistication and 
ethical richness, indigenous ecological knowledge has often been treated as 
‘primitive’ and as superseded by Western science. In this paper, I argue that – 
on the contrary – indigenous ecological knowledge deserves to be taken 
seriously by mainstream approaches to ecology and ecological policy making, 
for it has much to teach us about how to address the environmental crises we 
face, and how to relate sustainably and non-exploitatively to Nature.

Keywords: anthropocentrism; Harmony with Nature; indigenous culture

Citation: Unuigbe N (2023) What can we learn from indigenous ecological knowledge? The 

Ecological Citizen 6(2): 135–9.

The environmental crisis raises crucial questions about the possibility of 
harmony between human beings and the rest of Nature. To restore 

ecological equilibrium, it has become imperative to promote an ecocentric 
ethos that sees humans as a part of Nature, not apart from Nature (Mazzocchi, 
2020). One fertile source for such an ethos is indigenous ecological knowledge, 
which is characterized by beliefs that promote ecological equilibrium. As 
profoundly important as these biocultural beliefs may be for the restoration of 
a properly ecocentric relationship to other-than-human Nature, they have 
remained marginalized and thus relatively unexplored.

This epistemological marginalization is the parallel of the socio-political 
marginalization experienced by many indigenous peoples today. Although the 
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land occupied by indigenous peoples remains vital, many groups still find it 
hard to secure basic rights (ICCA Consortium, 2021). For instance, 80 per cent 
of the world’s biodiversity is domiciled in the 22 per cent of land inhabited by 
indigenous peoples, and 70 per cent of the world’s food is produced through 
traditional knowledge. Despite this clear contribution to food security and 
protecting global ecosystems, indigenous peoples the world over are often 
subject to oppression, discrimination, disempowerment and social exclusion.

Indigenous wisdom
Indigenous people and local communities are profoundly place-based, living 
within the ecological capacities of their territories through exchange and 
reciprocity. Thus, the major lesson that can be learnt from indigenous peoples 
is the importance of discovering (or, perhaps, rediscovering) a biocultural 
paradigm for living within ecological limits. For instance, much of the world’s 
biodiversity is in the forests managed by indigenous peoples, and their wisdom 
o4ers us good lessons in protecting and restoring the integrity of forest 
ecosystems (Brondizio et al., 2021). 

Similar lessons can be learned from indigenous wisdom with regard to soil 
ecosystem integrity. Many indigenous peoples engage in no-till farming, 
retention of farm residues and the cultivation of cover crops to increase carbon 
density in the soil. Carbon sequestration is achieved through crop and land 
rotation. The indigenous concept that the natural world is imbued with life and 
is our home, rather than merely a source of ‘ecosystem services’, reinforces the 
idea that restoration is a way towards an ecocentric way of life rather than 
simply another tool for serving human ends (Unuigbe, 2021).

As is well known, anthropogenic climate change is a major cause of the 
ecological crisis. Data from indigenous ecological knowledge can be used in 
areas where there is little or no baseline environmental data. The 
understanding of climate-induced changes and building climate adaptation 
strategies can be enhanced by acquaintance with historic conditions 
(Mafongoya and Ajayi, 2017; Cajete, 2020). This is validated by the UN report 
on Climate Change and Land which emphasized the need for indigenous land 
management systems and agricultural practices (ICCA Consortium, 2021).

The UN report has validated the fact that environmental decline is less severe 
in places where Nature is regarded as sacred and indigenous ecological 
knowledge remains a guide. This has created an opportunity for indigenous 
peoples to be at the forefront of conservation initiatives. For example, the 
Bambuli-Babuluko community is helping to protect one of Central Africa’s last 
remaining tropical forests. In Iran, the semi-nomadic Chandegal Balouch 
oversee 580,000 hectares of fragile scrublands and desert. In Canada, Inuit 
leaders are working to restore caribou herds, whose numbers have been in 
steep decline.

The nature of indigenous ecological knowledge
Despite the growing recognition of the relevance of indigenous ecological 
knowledge, it is still often dismissed as ‘primitive’, ‘savage’ and 
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‘superstitious’, with policy makers and scientists claiming that it lacks 
su5 cient credibility to be consulted for the purpose of helping to address the 
ecological crisis, or other challenges that touch on human existence such as 
food security and conflict resolution (Nepal, 2021). To e4ectively address this 
challenge, we need to briefly examine the nature of indigenous knowledge. 

The term indigenous knowledge denotes a set of practices, beliefs and 
attitudes which an indigenous community has possessed over a long period of 
time (centuries, or even millennia), and which has been validated through its 
use and usefulness in human experience. Despite being thus deeply rooted in 
the experiences of previous generations, such knowledge is also dynamic and 
adapts to current technological and socioeconomic realities. Indigenous 
ecological knowledge includes a system of classification, a set of empirical 
observations about the local environment and, perhaps most importantly, an 
ethical framework that governs relationships between human beings and the 
rest of Nature. That is, indigenous ecological knowledge is not simply a set of 
propositions that attempt to describe and explain the world, but is a way of life 
(Maweu, 2011; Congretel and Piton, 2020).

Hence, attempts to separate indigenous ecological knowledge from its 
ecocentric community worldview and integrate it into western scientific 
knowledge would be a misappropriation, and a denial of its essence. In this 
way, the profound contributions that indigenous ecological knowledge can 
make to our understanding of ecological integrity will be missed. For this 
reason, it has become imperative to promote genuinely collaborative research 
that recognizes the distinctive nature of such knowledge (Maweu, 2011; Berkes 
et al., 2000; Huntington, 2000).

Indigenous ecological knowledge is, of course, not a panacea for achieving 
harmony with Nature. For instance, it can be fallible and subject to bias, and 
should be verified when possible. Furthermore, indigenous ecological 
knowledge is vulnerable to corruption resulting from the larger capitalist 
economy and society, which is always keen to turn a sustainable subsistence 
ecocentric economy into a for-profit exploitative anthropocentric economy. 
However, rather than summarily dismissing indigenous ecological knowledge 
as incorrect whenever it does not correspond with scientific research, 
researchers should strive to understand the cause of the discrepancy.

Indigenous ecological knowledge
and ecological policy making 
An illustration of cooperation between indigenous ecological knowledge and 
‘Western’ thought is provided by some Melanesian communities, where 
constitutions or national legislations give recognition to customary laws.

For example, in Palau the major indigenous conservation practices were 
moratoriums (buls) and taboos. The traditional chiefs, or Rubaks, had extensive 
and intimate knowledge of local ecosystems, and implemented buls to ensure 
that the integrity of those ecosystems was protected. For example, with their 
knowledge of the spawning season of various fish species, they would 
implement buls to prevent overfishing. When buls were in e4ect, there were 
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indicators to notify villagers – such as a coconut frond being placed vertically 
in the soil. With regard to taboos, the people of Palau had certain foods that 
were traditionally taboo to them and some of these taboos are still respected. 
These taboos were rooted in a belief system, for example about how certain 
foods were taboo during illnesses or pregnancies, or that certain animals 
should not be hunted because they were protective spirits. Such taboos should 
not be blithely rejected as ‘mere superstition’, but seen in their context as part 
of a holistic ethical framework for protecting the integrity of local ecosystems.

These traditional systems for governing human interaction with the non-
human world drew their legitimacy from the vast body of ecological knowledge 
gained by generations of people in intimate contact with the ecosystems they 
relied upon. This grounding in shared indigenous ecological knowledge (rather 
than in the esoteric knowledge of scientific experts) meant that people were 
inclusively engaged in the decision making, which resulted in less conflict and 
increased rule compliance.

Through the inclusion of traditional chiefs in Palau’s legislature and 
government bodies, a compromise between Western and indigenous models is 
being achieved. Importance is now given to building traditional knowledge into 
regulations and policies. One such regulation is Palau’s Marine Protection Act 
of 1994 (https://www.+a.int/system/files/Marine_Protection_Act_1994.pdf) 
which incorporated traditional knowledge of spawning periods, and imposed 
catch limits and seasonal closures for important fish species (see also Caillaud 
et al., 2004).

The traditional Māori concept of Kaitiakitanga (roughly translatable as 
‘guardianship’) is another example of how indigenous ecological knowledge 
can contribute to policy formation. As part of Tikanga Māori – the intermixed 
laws, knowledge and protocols ruling society – Kaitiakitanga is deeply 
embedded in Māori culture. It captures the idea of having ethical 
responsibilities to Nature – obligations to guard and respect the well-being of 
places, species and ecosystems. To promote recognition of Māori rights and 
involvement in ecosystem protection at the local level, the Kaitiakitanga concept 
has been incorporated into New Zealand law. Under the Fisheries Act of 1996 
(https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1996/0088/latest/DLM394192.html),
for instance, kaitiakitanga has been interpreted as “the exercise of 
guardianship; and, in relation to any fisheries resources, includes the ethic of 
stewardship based on the nature of the resources, as exercised by the 
appropriate tangata whenua [people of the land] in accordance with tikanga 
Maori” (Part 1, s. 2.1). The kaitiakitanga ensures Māori participation in the 
development, establishment and management of fisheries; it also serves as a 
tool for empowering Māori communities to manage and protect customary 
fisheries and other local ecosystems.

Conclusion
The Earth is in the midst of an environmental crisis, brought about by self-
interested human activities. We are witnessing mass extinctions caused by 
pollution, soil erosion, climate change, deforestation and desertification. 
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Individualistic and instrumentalist attitudes towards nature have led humans 
to plunder the environment recklessly. If we are to find a comprehensive 
solution to this spiralling environmental catastrophe, there is a great need to 
learn from the wisdom of the world’s indigenous people, accumulated over 
millennia of living sustainably within ecosystems. The indigenous ethos of a 
harmonious community of human and non-human nature o4ers a necessary 
ecocentric corrective to the anthropocentrism that has characterized so much 
of Western ecological thought.
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Aquatopia (series)
Katrin Spranger

From the artist: “Aquatopia is about the increasing human demand for and pollution of fresh water 
supplies. In the UK, known for its rainy weather, the problem of water consumption may not be 

immediately obvious. However, the combined impact of climate change, our food choices and lifestyle are 
all putting increasing pressure on the country’s fresh water. With more frequent, prolonged and severe 

droughts projected in the coming years, agriculture will also cause serious problems for the availability of 
fresh water, a%ecting animals and vegetation all over the country as well as our own water supply. 

Currently, UK farmers rely more on rainfall than irrigation with public water, but warmer and drier 
summers could see the need for irrigation increase. By 2040, over half of our summers are expected to be 

hotter than the 2003 heatwave, significantly depleting our river levels. The Aquatopia water sculptures are 
decorated with memento mori motifs, including skulls, bones and dried plants, reminding us of our mutual 

dependency on water to create and sustain life. The imaginative depiction of organic decay is created by 
wrapping objects in leaves and flower petals, like mummies, before coating them with copper.”

Higher-quality versions of artwork from this issue:
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An ecocentric case against 
satellite constellations

Kate McFarland

Kate is Deputy Director of The Rewilding Institute and Center Associate at the 
Ohio State University Center for Ethics and Human Values, as well as a former 
Board Member of the Ohio chapter for the International Dark-Sky Association.

The deployment of satellite megaconstellations like Starlink, the author 
argues, threatens to deprive people of the natural night sky that is our
human heritage. Beyond this important but anthropocentric worry, satellite 
megaconstellations pose uncertain and potentially significant concerns for 
wildlife and ecosystems. They could disrupt the migration patterns of animals 
who navigate by the stars, and their impact on the brightness of the night sky 
could result in adverse ecological e�ects across the globe. Perhaps most 
insidious of all, human tolerance of this novel threat to the night sky seems to 
betray a worrisome lack of reverence and respect for the more-than-human 
universe.

Keywords: conservation; sensory pollution

Citation: McFarland K (2023) An ecocentric case against satellite constellations. The Ecological 

Citizen 6(2): 145–51.

Ecocentrists have plenty of reason to care about light pollution. In addition 
to disrupting our sleep and disconnecting us from the stars, artificial light 

at night is a significant and detrimental threat to wildlife and ecosystems, 
which have adapted to millions of years of reliable daily and seasonal cycles of 
light and dark. 

A recent comprehensive report commissioned by the International Dark-Sky 
Association summarizes this threat: “Scientists have studied at least 160 
species for e7ects due to light exposure. They have observed harms at levels 
from individual plants and animals all the way up to entire populations.” 
Artificial light at night a7ects living organisms in numerous ways, including 
“finding food, the time at which certain animals first emerge from their
hiding places, plant and animal reproduction, and animal migration and 
communication,” and it can impact entire food webs by “chang[ing] the 
interaction between predatory species and their prey” (Barentine, 2022: 4). A 
recent meta-analysis of over 100 studies concluded that, due to its adverse 
ecological consequences, artificial light at night should be used only when 
necessary and regulated like any other pollutant (Sanders et al., 2021).
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Until recently, we dark-sky advocates liked to point out, on a note of 
optimism, that light pollution is the easiest type of pollution to clean up – 
requiring nothing more than the literal flip of a switch (or a natural disaster, 
such as the 1994 earthquake that caused a city-wide blackout in Los Angeles 
and prompted some alarmed residents to call the Gri8 th Observatory to 
inquire about a strange giant cloud in the sky; they were able to see the Milky 
Way for the first time). In the past few years, however, we’ve found our 
optimism unsettled by a novel threat to the night skies: satellite 
megaconstellations such as Elon Musk’s Starlink. 

A new global threat to the night sky
For the sake of providing global high-speed internet access, the satellite 
megaconstellations planned by companies like SpaceX will add tens of 
thousands of satellites to our already crowded heavens. At the time of this 
writing, there are about 5,500 operational satellites in orbit (Union of 
Concerned Scientists, 2022). SpaceX’s Starlink alone is preparing to deploy 
30,000 satellites in its second generation of satellites, and other companies like 
Amazon and OneWeb are planning their own megaconstellations.

I first learned about Starlink and megaconstellations in 2019, when reading
the news that the launch of 60 satellites had ‘photobombed’ the Alpha 
Monocerotids, a rare meteor shower that was being recorded from the island of 
La Palma (Dvida, 2019). Ironically, in 2007 La Palma was also the birthplace of 
the Declaration in Defence of the Night Sky and Right to Starlight, which states 
that “An unpolluted night sky that allows the enjoyment and contemplation of 
the firmament should be considered an inalienable right of humankind 
equivalent to all other environmental, social, and cultural rights” (Starlight 
Initiative, 2007: 3). Now Starlink and other satellite constellations threaten to 
deprive everyone on Earth of their right to an unpolluted night sky – as the 
‘photobombing’ betokened. Unlike streetlights or the sky domes of cities, the 
visual impact of satellite constellations can’t be escaped by driving deep into the 
desert, sailing on the high seas, or travelling to a ‘dark sky island’ like La Palma. 

Astronomers and dark-sky advocates are organized against this novel threat 
to the night. Last year, the International Astronomical Union created the 
Center for the Protection of the Dark and Quiet Sky from Satellite Constellation 
Interference, dedicated to protecting the night sky from megaconstellations 
(International Astronomical Union, 2022). In December 2022, the US-based 
International Dark-Sky Association filed an appeal with the US Court of 
Appeals against a Federal Communications Commission order authorizing the 
launch of 7,500 SpaceX satellites (International Dark-Sky Association, 2023). 

Most opposition to satellite constellations has focused on its impact on 
astronomy, as well as the loss of our collective human heritage of the night sky 
and its natural constellations. Little has been said about their possible impact, 
if any, on non-human species and ecosystems. I happen to believe that the 
human-centred objections are independently compelling and, indeed, provide 
su8 cient reason to oppose satellite megaconstellations. Even from an 
anthropocentric perspective, it seems to betray a fundamental misvaluing of 
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what is important to relinquish the very possibility of viewing a natural night 
sky for the sake of a fast 5G connection at any point on land or sea.

In the remainder of this paper, however, I will consider non-anthropocentric 
reasons to oppose continued launches: the satellites could interfere with 
animals who navigate by the stars, such as some songbirds, and they will 
contribute to overall di7use night sky brightness and its attendant ill e7ects on 
wildlife and ecosystems. I conclude by suggesting that the attitudes that enable 
us to permit the launch of satellite megaconstellations are themselves 
incompatible with ecocentrism.

Non-human celestial navigators 
Satellite megaconstellations threaten the heritage of human cultures that 
continue to prize a tradition of navigating by the stars, but humans are not the 
only species that makes use of celestial navigation. Worse, we have no way to 
‘debrief’ non-human species when our artificial lights intrude upon and 
overwhelm their evolutionarily-entrenched celestial cues.

It is well known that the localized sources of artificial light can impact animal 
migration. Light pollution from cities confuses migratory birds, often drawing 
them to urban centres where they are vulnerable to building collisions and 
other threats (e.g. McLaren et al., 2018). Artificial light sources can also cause 
confusion and misdirection for species that rely on the moon for migration. 
This e7ect is perhaps best known due to its deleterious e7ect on sea turtle 
hatchlings (e.g. Thums et al., 2016), and it has also been observed in other 
animals such as the sand hopper (Williams, 2020).

What about non-human species that refer to the stars to guide their 
movements? Celestial navigation has been observed in species ranging from 
Harbour Seals (Mauck et al., 2008) to the Large Yellow Underwing moth 
(Sotthibandhu and Baker, 1979). Even the African dung beetle is known for its 
ability to navigate by the stars and the Milky Way. This species has also been 
demonstrated to be adversely impacted by artificial light at night: when light 
pollution obscures the beetles’ typical celestial cues, they adopt artificial point 
sources of light as beacons. This increases the chances that multiple beetles 
will converge and come into conflict, or that beetles will arrive on asphalt or 
another artificial surface that’s not conducive to burying one’s ball of dung. 
Furthermore, when African dung beetles find themselves under light-polluted 
skies with no point sources of light, they simply become disoriented (Foster
et al., 2021).

We don’t yet know how satellite megaconstellations will a7ect dung beetles, 
harbour seals and other animals who look to the stars to guide their 
movements. We do know, however, that other non-human celestial navigators 
can be confused and disoriented by false displays of the stars in the night sky. 
In the 1960s, Cornell scientist Stephen Emlen hand-reared Indigo Buntings 
and entrapped them in a planetarium with false displays of the night sky. 
Specifically, Emlen created a deceptive scene in which the night sky appeared 
to circle around Betelgeuse instead of Polaris. While I am admittedly 
uncomfortable at the thought of deliberately deceiving birds and disrupting 
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their natural migration patterns, the results are intriguing: the migratory 
propensities of the gorgeous Indigo Bunting is not entirely innate; instead, 
young birds learn which way to fly by studying the stars in the night sky. In 
Emlen’s study, when time came for the birds’ autumn migration, the deceived 
buntings innocently oriented themselves in the wrong direction. In other 
experiments, Emlen placed mature birds in planetariums in which certain stars 
or constellations were missing. He discovered that the Indigo Buntings could 
properly orient themselves if Polaris was missing provided that they could see 
familiar northern constellations; however, when these constellations were also 
removed, the birds lost their way (Emlen, 1970).

If Indigo Buntings and other birds can become disoriented by the alteration 
of the night sky in planetariums, could they also be disoriented by the 
alteration of the night sky by thousands of satellites in low-earth orbit? In an 
interview with Vox, Emlen himself said, “I do think that will completely screw 
up birds that are up there at night” (in Resnik, 2021). If we have empathy for 
our feathered friends, this expert testimony alone should be enough to pause 
the launches. Perhaps Indigo Buntings and other nocturnal migrants will be 
able to rely successfully on other cues, like the Earth’s magnetic field, or 
perhaps they will still be able to find their lodestars despite the mess of 
megaconstellations. But we can’t be sure of that, and an obvious application of 
the precautionary principle means that we ought to halt future launches until 
the impact on non-human celestial wayfarers can be proven negligible – and 
stop them entirely if it can’t.

Di0use skyglow 
The most obvious way in which satellite constellations a7ect the night sky are 
the eye-catching streaks of strings of individual satellites. However, this is but 
the tip of the iceberg; behind these glitzy spectacles, space junk increases 
di7use night sky brightness by reflecting and scattering sunlight, night in and 
night out. In fact, the collective impact of orbiting satellites has already 
brightened the night sky to the point that nowhere is truly dark, not even 
remote dark-sky areas where ground-based light sources are heavily 
regulated. 

In a recent article, Miroslav Kocifaj and coauthors modelled the impact of 
satellites on di7use night sky brightness – that is, how bright the sky itself 
appears, as opposed to the natural and manmade point sources therein. The 
authors concluded that light scattered by satellites and space debris had 
already caused di7use night sky brightness to exceed the “limiting acceptable 
value of light pollution at astronomical observatory sites” (Kocifaj et al., 2021: 
L43). According to the researchers’ estimates, the cumulative e7ect is to 
increase di7use light by about ten per cent over natural di7use night sky 
brightness, which happens also to be the upper limit established by the 
International Astronomical Union in its standards for observation sites. 

While the authors are most concerned about the impact on ground-based 
astronomical observation, the finding should also worry ecocentrists. It is 
crucial to note that this level of di7use night sky brightness caused by space 
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junk is already discernible by the naked eye. In fact, it is perceptible even when 
individual satellites are not. As the authors write, “most Earth-orbiting objects 
cannot be visually detected and tracked individually, since their individual 
irradiances fall below the visual detection threshold. However, if several such 
objects are present [...] their combined irradiance may well reach the threshold, 
and may be perceived as a di7use skyglow component” (Kocifaj et al., 2021: 
L43). In other words, satellites are brightening our experience of the night sky 
– and that of other Earthlings – even when we don’t perceive them as distinct 
objects and thus don’t even realize they’re there. 

This problem, of course, will only increase as more and more satellites are 
launched into orbit. When existent, SpaceX’s feeble responses have focused on 
dimming the brightness of the Starlink satellites. Channelling Mick Jagger, the 
favoured response has been to paint them black. However, as Kocifaj and 
coauthors note, “Any piece of matter in Earth orbit illuminated by the Sun 
reflects or scatters light” (Kocifaj et al., 2021: L42). Merely painting the 
satellites will not prevent them from compounding the already enormous 
problem of di7use night sky brightness caused by space junk.

Light pollution, as we’ve noted, has numerous and varied adverse 
consequences for wildlife and ecosystems. Some are the result of point sources 
of light, as when sea turtle hatchlings are lured ashore by bright coastal lights 
or when migratory birds are drawn o7-course into danger-filled cities. But 
other disruptions to biological and ecological processes result from the general 
brightening of the night sky, such as impacts on the time of day at which 
animals are active (with implications for predator–prey relationships and food 
webs), timings of seasonal activities such as mating and migration, and 
metabolic disturbances. 

Underlying attitudes
The threats of di7use sky brightening and disruption of migratory animals 
discussed above provide ecocentrists with reason to worry about Starlink and 
other satellite constellations. Arguably, however, what is most egregious about 
the launch of Starlink and other such satellites is not what it causes but what it 
reveals. Hubris. Disenchantment. Shallowness. Lack of wonder at – and thus 
reverence for – nature in and for itself. Quite possibly, the attitudes that a 
person must hold to countenance the launch of satellite megaconstellations are 
attitudes that a person could not plausibly hold if one is an ecocentrist. An 
ecocentric mindset may be all-but inevitable if a person approaches the natural 
world with wonder, humility, empathy and selfless engagement, yet these 
virtues seem lacking in those who believe it’s okay to destroy the night sky for 
everyone if it means that everyone can have an internet connection. 

Simultaneously, those who endorse satellite megaconstellations are willing 
to deprive others of an important source of enchantment in nature, as well as 
the awe and humility that can inspire an ecocentric outlook. Virtues like 
modesty and humility can be instilled by experiences like gazing into the 
staggering depths of the heavens on a clear and dark night – into that 
unfathomable vast space beyond us, without us. We inhabit a planet
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7.9×103 miles in diameter in a universe about 5.47×1023 miles in diameter. We 
are a species 0.3 million years old on a planet 4,540 million years old in a 
universe 13,800 million years old. With our naked eyes, we can see Andromeda 
as it was 2.6 million years in the past. We are small. Yet under a night sky filled 
with satellites, we will gaze into the ‘universe’ only to see our trivialities and 
trifles, launched into the heavens merely to broadcast signals back to our 
phones. It demands a certain anthropocentric hubris to create such a state of 
a7airs. 

There is little reason, meanwhile, for an ecocentrist to demand a 5G 
connection anywhere on Earth. Is this really necessary for the 71 per cent of 
Earth’s surface that consists of water? Or in the half of Earth’s terrestrial 
surface that many of us propose to protect for wild nature? Surely not. We must 
instead turn our attention to shrinking our societies – and, with it, our internet 
and cellular data infrastructure – before we colonize all of Heaven as well
as Earth.
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RITUALS (series)
Julia Lux

From the artist: “RITUALS is an artistic explorative framework and installation series, constantly evolving 
with the now, the surrounding environment, materials, emotions, agents. It is about the connectedness of 

beings and the quest for (re)establishing rituals and myths, for overcoming the dichotomy of nature
and culture, human and non-human domains. To this end, it attempts to revive, embody

and rewild interconnected myths and magic.”
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It took an act of youthful carelessness for me to learn how technology was 
more a barrier than a bridge to experiencing nature. This was a lesson that 

took place in the warmth of late summer, nearly a decade ago.
My wife and I had travelled by train into the rocky heart of southern France, 

where an eighteenth-century farmhouse built of local white stone was to be 
our home for a week. The building was a habitat in itself – as a roosting site for 
bats, as a feeding ground for long-legged centipedes, and in other ways – but 
the principal attraction for us was the meadow in which the house was 
cocooned.

Up until the late 1980s, the surrounding land had been used to grow lavender, 
but a new owner’s love of nature, coupled with his willingness to resist any 
intervention beyond an annual meadow-promoting mow, had seen nature 
rebound to an extraordinary degree. Within a quarter of a century, that 
aromatic monoculture – torpid and banal – had become a botanically rich 
paradise, supporting a complex society of invertebrates, and in turn drawing in 
the reptiles, birds and mammals that unfailingly come when life (if you can 
forgive a wintry metaphor in this French summer scene) is allowed to 
snowball.

We arrived at the farmhouse as the afternoon was giving way to early 
evening, and I eagerly set down my rucksack in the bedroom and took out 
a  camera from within. Back outside, with the day’s heat beginning to 
dissipate, the abundance of life had become almost overwhelming; yet, I 
retained su1 cient faculties to point my lens at assassin bugs, hornets, 
shieldback katydids, burnet moths, wasp spiders, shieldbug nymphs, and 
butterflies of every hue (Figure 1). In a short time, I had burned through a 
battery’s worth of photos, and I returned inside to dig out the charger and 
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Figure 1. Photographs by the author taken in France: top, an assassin bug; 
middle, a Carpocoris shieldbug nymph; bottom, a hornet feeding on a ripe fig.
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spare cell from my backpack. Except that they were not there: my packing 
had been too hasty.

Hasty was a descriptor that could equally be applied to the way in which, on 
that first afternoon, I had experienced the multitude of insects, arachnids, and 
other manifestations of the ecosphere’s unparalleled genius. While focusing on 
the task of taking photo after photo – in order to be able to put names, later on, 
to the diverse life forms – I had noticed almost nothing of the movements that 
had brought them to my lens, the distinct sounds that they made, the 
preferences for di0erent microhabitats, the interactions between them, or the 
beauty of their simply being. I had obscured their elegance behind an ugly 
barrier. I had allowed my raw excitement to be swamped by regret for missed 
shots. And I had been only distantly aware of the divine scent and vibrant 
thrum arising from the larger organism that was the meadow. Thus, while the 
discovery of my careless error left me forlorn at first, I soon awoke to the 
opportunity that I had been given.

As my week in the meadow unfolded, I became more conscious of the sensory 
stimulants alighting in my nostrils and flowing into my ear canals. I became 
content with the familiar, rather than continually seeking novelty. I spent more 
time noticing, taking in the whole and the individual parts. I learned things 
from my new teachers: the goodness of figs, o0 the hornets; the value of 
entering the day slowly, o0 a western whip snake; and patience, from the 
predatory assassin bugs. I connected with nature on a deeper level.

After the trip, I began to reduce my use of the camera while experiencing 
nature. Within a couple of years, I reached a point where I was only packing it if 
my purpose was to make biological records for conservation bodies (as a bonus, 
I found that you could not forget equipment which you did not intend to take). 
And there was an additional development in my photographic behaviour: When 
I felt like I had intruded on a subject’s personal space, I got into the habit of 
voicing an apology as I stepped away, for putting the species’ prospects ahead 
of the individual’s welfare.1 But the world was going in a di0erent direction. 
Digital photography was being combined with algorithmic processing in 
an  ever-growing suite of nature identification apps. Point-and-shoot was 
becoming point-shoot-and-know. Knowledge, in other words, was being 
o0ered up without a need to wait or think. My attitude to all of this – in part 
because of my week in the meadow – was one of scepticism from the outset.

In questioning the use of such apps, the obvious route for me to have gone 
down would have been to criticize their accuracy. Indeed, I have previously had 
some fun with the limitations of computer intelligence in such domains as 
correcting people’s writing and understanding musical tastes (Gray, 2021). But 
no. The case I am making is di0erent, being simply this: By delegating the act 
of recognition to a digital algorithm, vital aspects of natural history, such as 
understanding the ecological setting and drawing on prior experience, are 
being bypassed; and, more importantly, the instinctive connection of human to 
non-human – the basic relationship through which biophilia flourishes – is 
disrupted by technological apparatus. The better that identification apps 
“perform”, the more dangerous they become in this regard, as the need 
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for  human awareness is diminished and the requirement for any critical 
assessment of the output is slowly eliminated. In parallel, as has been noted 
elsewhere, “their ease of use may actually act as a disincentive to gaining 
further knowledge” (Jones, 2020: 8).

In recent years I have had this kind of app pushed at me through my inbox, 
via the pages of magazines, and at nature-themed gatherings, and almost 
always the espousal has come without any acknowledgement of downsides. By 
way of illustration, here are some titles of online articles championing nature 
identification apps, not one of which contains even a hint of caution in its 
body text:

 “Twelve apps that will turn you into a nature expert,” proclaims a writer on 
the TreeHugger website (Heimbuch, 2018).

 “Six nature apps you need to have this spring,” I am told by the blog for the 
BBC’s lauded Springwatch series (Hitchings, 2017).

 “How to connect with nature using technology,” promises a piece in the 
magazine for Countryfile, another BBC programme (Howard, 2020).

 “Smart phone apps to help you enjoy nature,” o0ers an article on the 
website of the Natural History Society of Northumbria (Linley, 2020).

Here, and in other uncritical promotion of nature identification apps, we see 
various fantasies and fallacies at work: that the availability of instant answers 
o0ers an easy path to wisdom; that “smart” technologies will generally 
enhance, and not hinder, human experiences of the wider world; and that 
because you can, you must. At their best – for it is not all bad – such apps 
provide an e1 cient means of contributing data to citizen science schemes. At 
their worst, they sever connections between humans and more-than-human 
nature (it takes just one WhatsApp notification, say, to distract a user from the 
beauty, albeit one rendered in pixels, of a nectar-feeding butterfly). Actually, 
that is not quite true. At their worst, they can interfere with wildlife in quiet a 
cruel way: Birdsong apps are used by some so-called naturalists to lure birds 
for the sake of a sighting or a photograph, thus disrupting social dynamics and 
distracting the creatures from crucial activities such as nest-guarding (e.g. 
Jones, 2013). For the purpose of my argument, though, that is a low and 
unnecessary blow.

In closing, I will make a humble plea to anyone who cares about the practice of 
natural history, an appeal which, like the leaf of a clover, will have three parts. 
Let us never confound a capability with a necessity. Let us be wary of purported 
shortcuts to understanding. And let us question the intrusion of technology into 
our experiencing of nature, this primal facet of our lives on Earth.

Note
1 For a thoughtful musing on the ethics of entomology, see Whyte (2020).
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Time flows di0erently in this basement. Sometimes I feel that my heart 
will burst open one day while working here, and kites would fly out of 

it.” Saud’s wistful expression is a mixture of grief, love and perseverance as 
his eyes meet the piercing gaze of a kite with a bandaged wing. For the past 
twenty years, Mohammad Saud and his brother Nadeem Shehzad have been 
nursing sick birds, mainly kites, in a makeshift clinic at their home in Delhi 
(https://www.raptorrescue.org/). The Oscar-nominated documentary All that 
breathes by Indian filmmaker Shaunak Sen is a powerful yet sensitive portrayal 
of their work, enmeshed as it is within one of the most polluted metropolitan 
cities in the world.

The film follows the seemingly ordinary activities of the brothers, and their 
endearing assistant Salik Rehman, as they traverse the choked arteries of a 
metropolis to rescue a few more birds each day. We see poignant scenes of pigs 
wading through sewage canals, a tortoise navigating through trash, and 
monkeys making their way through a maze of cables, wires and construction 
sites. Cows negotiate a path through flooded streets, rats rummage through 
garbage, the drone of flies almost constantly fills the background, and the kites 
hover prominently over the massive piles of waste that the city produces daily. 
The entanglement of di0erent species is a vivid reminder that no place is apart 
from Nature, no matter how much cities might try to obfuscate the 
relationships. However, the precarious lives of the city’s marginalised – both 
human and more-than-human – remind me of Wendell Berry’s words, from 
his poem ‘How to be a poet’ (2001):

“
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There are no unsacred places;

there are only sacred places

and desecrated places.

While mincing meat for the kites to feed on, Salik asks Saud if the kites will 
eat him, too, if he pretended to be dead. Saud jokingly asks him to try, while 
Nadeem pithily comments, “humans forget that they are also a piece of 
meat…”. Elsewhere, as part of a casual conversation, Salik calculates that each 
kite probably eats ten to fifteen grams each day, and thus the 10,000 or so kites 
circling the landfill must be consuming roughly 100 to 150 kilograms of waste 
each day. Saud then compares the city to a stomach and creatures like kites to 
the “bacteria that help in digestion”. However, these manifest forms of 
interdependence are not the reason for their largely thankless work of treating 
the birds. Their relentless and restless e0orts draw on something much more 
personal and powerful. 

Saud and Nadeem describe how they had grown up watching kites. In the 
Muslim faith, feeding kites is supposed to ease your worries as the raptors 
‘devour the anxieties’ through the food one o0ers them. They recall childhood 
stories told to them by their mother, who lost her life to cancer. The
stories prominently featured animals and other creatures as protagonists, 
interconnections woven into them like a fundamental fact of life. Dedication to 
a cause does not come easy, however. Satisfaction and pleasure part ways soon; 
one waits for an ethereal moment to erase the frustrations of the day, 
accepting the latter as an inevitable part of the journey. At one point, Nadeem 
compares Saud’s relationship with the kites to that of a musician encountering 
a sublime rāga: “It is said that while performing classical music, if one truly 
sings a rāga well, one experiences a kind of fleeting bliss. This bliss can’t be 
possessed or captured. For a brief moment, you just touch it… Saud can touch a 
similar relief when he is with kites.” Nadeem confesses to wanting more from 
his life and of how their e0orts seem like applying a band-aid to the huge 
gaping wound that is the city. Yet, they continue their work as if pulled by the 
mysterious forces stretching into the kite-scattered skies.

The documentary unfolds against the backdrop of growing sectarian violence 
and protests against the blatantly discriminatory stance assumed by the state 
(Bhatia and Gajjala, 2020). Suppressed dread looms in the background when 
Nadeem simply muses over the fact that their father’s name is probably spelt 
di0erently in the government identification certifications. Can any arbitrary 
criteria make the process of ‘othering’ so easy? The fires of sectarian violence 
rage on and the air quality of the city deteriorates to alarming levels, with birds 
plummeting from the sky.

Saud and Nadeem reminisce over the fact that they started treating injured 
kites because the first one they had found as teenagers was not admitted into a 
bird hospital nearby. The reason for rejection was the fact that kites are 
carnivores. There are no aliens; there are only those who are alienated. Yet, life 
finds a way, and relationships can thrive in the harshest of circumstances. One 
can feel the vicarious relief when the brothers get formal approval to seek 
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foreign funding for their cause, and partake in the deep grief Saud feels when 
surrounded by the bodies of birds they could not save. Soaring between hopes 
of expanding their work, and wading through the murky waters of communal 
violence, pollution and increasing bird mortality, the documentary is not in 
search of any grand narrative or final judgement. Instead, it simply a1 rms the 
truth we can feel in our bones, and our shared breath, water and land: “Zindagi 
khud ek rishtadari hai, hum sab hawa ke viradri hain (life itself is kinship; we 
belong to the community of air).”
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Haydn Washington, who died in December 2022, was a significant figure in 
the Australian environmental movement, and one of the Editorial Advisors 

of The Ecological Citizen. An author, activist and environmental scientist, Haydn 
helped to lead the successful campaign to have the 5,000 square kilometre 
Wollemi wilderness in New South Wales declared a national park in 1979, and 
also played important roles in many other environmental struggles in Australia. 
His published works include A Sense of Wonder (2002), Climate Change Denial 
(2011) and Demystifying Sustainability (2015).

In my profession as a lecturer, I am used to giving students feedback by 
starting with praise, then bringing out critical points, and concluding with 
suggestions for future learning. Remembering Haydn, let me start with the 
critique to get it over with, and then turn to focus on what is important: his 
positive contribution and formidable inspiration for us.

Haydn was not always an easy person to work with. At times he showed an 
abrasive personality which bordered on rudeness, if not intolerance. Especially 
in the later years, his reputation as a grumpy man, uncompromising in his 
opinions and stubborn as hell, alienated and o.ended some colleagues. He said 
things without diplomacy, without (to use one of his own favourite words) 
wa/ e. Why did he risk alienating his potential allies, of which there were 
many, considering the sheer volume and force of his work? 

I first learned of Haydn’s work almost a decade ago, when Routledge asked me 
to review one of his books. In his book proposal for Demystifying Sustainability, 
he said that sustainability is easy once we drop all muddles and pretences, once 
we learn to see things clearly, without denial. He got angry because people 
resisted such clarity, or got lost in the sustainababble (a word he borrowed from 
Engelman, 2013), of so-called ‘sustainable development’ – an approach which 
sustained industrial development and privileged the economy over everything 
else. He was not so much uncompromising, just brutally honest.
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Haydn had a huge heart for all people, all species, and aside from the non-
judgmental frustration that he felt at times, he never ceased to marvel at all 
life, and sing praise to everything that touched him, in the hope to reach others 
– from morning dawn in that Australian outback he was so committed to, to 
the whispers of the river whose rights he defended together with the 
Indigenous Australian community.

Haydn was fully engaged with the issues he cared about, reconciling social 
and ecological justice, conservation, overpopulation, steady state economics 
and the national parks of his beloved Blue Mountains, in New South Wales. 
He was guest editor of the supplement to the first volume of this journal 
(https://ecologicalcitizen.net/issue.php?i=Vol+1+Suppl+A), which collected 
personal journeys to ecocentrism and demonstrated his ability to be non-
judgemental and supportive of all contributors. He was also a key contributor 
to the Statement of Commitment to Ecocentrism.

He was not afraid to leave this Earth. Two years prior to his death, he wrote:

Tumours are growing slowly and I may need to go on another nasty chemo next 

year. Or I may just accept my mortality and not seek to grab a few extra months 

even if I feel bad? I know you do not want me to consider this, but I do think about 

it. And no, I am not seeking another pep talk. I feel content in myself, I am not 

depressed. Looking forward to spending Xmas with my brother and his family. 

I want to finish this tribute by quoting one of Haydn’s poems from his 
collection, The Poetry of Giving Back (2021). 

Everybody dies 

Everybody dies, 

But not everybody lives. 

For living is more than plain existence. 

So much of what we do 

Is complete trivia, 

Could we but 

Put aside distraction, 

Abandon myopia, 

Cease to obsess about 

A cut-o--fragment 

We laughingly call ‘myself’ – 

The irony being it is not ‘Number One’ – 

Just a mote 

In the wonder 

Of all that is. 

Everybody dies, 

But not everybody lives. 

To live one must love, 

But to love is to grieve, 

And one can be 
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Overwhelmed 

By the tragedy 

Of our times. 

Yet despair is not living. 

Nor is it healing. 

Everybody dies, 

But not everybody lives. 

To live one must 

Accept the pain of loving, 

Accept the loss 

Of the beloved, 

Put aside self-obsession, 

And keep on loving – 

For to be whole, 

To truly live 

Is to give love.

Thus, Haydn lived, as clichéd as it might sound, for love, as long as he could 
contribute to its flourishing, perhaps by saving a single species, even if it 
meant sacrificing his life for it. He could not save Australia’s mountain mist 
frog, that was declared extinct the month of his death, but the legacy of his 
work is likely to help save others. 

In the spirit of The Poetry of Giving Back, we ecocentrics should not give up our 
struggle, but carry our love for all living beings forth. As Haydn wrote in his 
editorial in this journal, “Western society has never been as divorced from wild 
nature as it is today. All of us can be part of changing that, of speaking out for 
nature’s rights, of speaking of our responsibilities to the rest of life, and of 
celebrating life and place” (Washington, 2017: 6). Let us continue to do so.

Haydn Washington in Wollemi 
National Park in 2010.
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Life far exceeds humans. For millennia, ecopoets have understood it as a far 
greater enterprise. In their poetry, we can hear the voices of those who came 
before us and those who live alongside us. Now, however, they face extinction 
and die in silence, deafened by the roar of civilization. The time has come to 
renew the old understanding that all life, including humanity, speaks a 
common language. Thus, the mission of ecocentric poetry, or ecopoetry, is to 
help us empathize with non-human entities, be they a whale, a tree or a 
mountain. For we are all kin. Through metaphor and imagery, it speaks 
directly to our hearts and genes. We begin to realize that we have evolved 
together and share a common fate.

CLASSIC

To trust authorities
Alexander Pushkin

To trust authorities, to build upon the people –
Why do we care? Leave them alone!... Report
To no-one; serve and please your own;
For power, livery, bend neither spine nor thought:
And, on a whim, stroll anywhere you want
Astounded by nature’s wonder world.
And before art’s emotional creations
Be drowned in ecstasies of admirations –
Here’s happiness! Here are the rights!

Translated by VI Postnikov.

CLASSIC

In the Mountains
Ivan Bunin

The poetry is dark. I can’t find words to tell
How moved I was by this wild solitary slant.
The empty stony dale, the hills that sheep infest,
The shepherd’s smoky fire, the bitterness of scent!
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My heart was strangely glad and tortured seeing this,
It said: “Come back, come back, it’s there you need to rest!”
The distant smoke pu/ed sweet into my yearning breast,
With envy and regret, I go past mountain crest.

Poetry’s not what the world would call it.
It’s in the heritage that I forever hold.
The greater heritage reveals the greater poet.

I tell myself when sensed the dark forgotten trace
Of what my ancestor had known in ancient days:
– All souls are one, and timeless is their pace.

Translated by VI Postnikov.

CLASSIC

Childe Harold's Pilgrimage (excerpts)
Lord Byron

CANTO THREE
69
To fly from, need not be to hate, mankind;
All are not fit with them to stir and toil,
Nor is it discontent to keep the mind
Deep in its fountain, lest it overboil
In one hot throng, where we become the spoil
Of our infection, till too late and long
We may deplore and struggle with the coil,
In wretched interchange of wrong for wrong
Midst a contentious world, striving where none are strong.

72
I live not in myself, but I become
Portion of that around me; and to me,
High mountains are a feeling, but the hum
Of human cities torture: I can see
Nothing to loathe in Nature, save to be
A link reluctant in a fleshly chain,
Classed among creatures, when the soul can flee,
And with the sky, the peak, the heaving plain
Of ocean, or the stars, mingle, and not in vain

73
And thus I am absorbed, and this is life:
I look upon the peopled desert Past,
As on a place of agony and strife,
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Where, for some sin, to Sorrow I was cast,
To act and su/er, but remount at last
With a fresh pinion; which I felt to spring,
Though young, yet waxing vigorous as the blast
Which it would cope with, on delighted wing,
Spurning the clay-cold bonds which round our being cling.

83
But this will not endure, nor be endured!
Mankind have felt their strength, and made it felt.
They might have used it better, but, allured
By their new vigour, sternly have they dealt
On one another; Pity ceased to melt
With her once natural charities. But they,
Who in Oppression's darkness caved had dwelt,
They were not eagles, nourished with the day;
What marvel then, at times, if they mistook their prey?

CONTEMPORARY

Stretch marks
Karina Fiorini

Sustainable Development Act, 2012 (Malta)

You are not that blind, I know,
You see them too, wielding power.

Not even a menhir or a catacomb is safe.
Land cleared to stumps, rolled-over rubble and gnarled fig boughs
fold into desert dust – a rampage in the blink of solstice.

Soil erosion unseen
Soil erosion unseen

Think of the Eritrean and Ethiopian lungs, in horseshit stables,
thrown about like wood shavings.
Then think of the new aliens with fresh passports, with fast-tracked openings
in neighbourhood apartments, with empty letterboxes,
yet they never stroll in the carob-coloured streets.

Pleasure funds pleasure
Smog coughs smog

Where are the guardians of future generations – walking on a tightrope?
Philippe Petit would know something about that,
too high above the streets to hear the cries.
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The guardian’s voice is lost
The guardian’s voice is lost

I am the future generation
you are the future generation
amid the sacred and the profane.
Who dares to care, if
a seedling’s planted – it's a cinch! –
a forest’s uprooted – Lies,
shards of lies. This is getting us nowhere,

as voters hand the rope to those
who are tying the noose

Wildlife stamped out
Farmers wiped out

Think of the growing stretch marks expanding
into fields with less green laurels, less purple sage.

Think of cement blocks – rising on the showboating of talk, talk, talk,
greased palms pledge piecemeal permits – you see it too,
it’s about flouze.

The world’s out of sand
The world’s out of sand

Not even a menhir or a catacomb is safe.
Then think of us pining for daisies, snapdragons,
turtle doves, rock pools. We lay our heads, our lungs, our breasts,
inside the temples’ apses – should we hurry, should we?

We can barely sleep.

Note: Flouze is an Arabic and French word meaning money, and from it derives the 

Maltese word having the same meaning, flus.

CONTEMPORARY

Dead Art of Poetry 2
Mark Murphy

i

Here is Mother Nature, walking in the dark,
disputing the finer points of poetry
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as if to cock-a-snook at canon makers
the world over

but there is no poem for her
because she has no need of rhetoric.

Now all the stars are out to lunch,
getting to grips with the war
on words. To commiserate and count Aeons/
Vowels/Alliteration
on the bickering abacus
(blind-sided by the chicken’s wishbone).

Choking on the temporal core of truth.

ii

Here is Orion the Hunter, tooling up
before dark, but there is no poem for him
because he has no need of metaphor.

So the blind man (dead set on violence)
summons the dog constellations,
to hunt
women and children

in the best interests of Capital.

iii

Here is the gold coin. Colonisation. Poem
for our Native Land.
Advent of industrial refinement.
Distorting the real

essential power of man
and Nature.

Human and non-human voices
transformed
into imperfection. Abstract notions.

‘Verily! Verily! Verily!’ They say unto us:
‘O bibliographers! O poets!
O indigenous activists! O orphans!’ Crying
into their Martini’s…
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‘Unsustainability has become sustainability.’

Confounding & confusing
with horror’s in the night garden.

Where vice becomes virtue
and virtue, vice. Appropriating all things
(Nature/Man/Poetry)
into truly ontological a0rmations

of being.

CONTEMPORARY

The democracy of trees
Jeevan Bhagwat

Who are we
to tell them where to grow,
and trim their desire
to green this troubled earth?

What authority have we
to revoke their right
to seed the soil
wherever they may choose?

With axe and chainsaw
we impose our human will
to create a world
reflective of our dreams,

when all they wish
is the freedom to flourish,
and remind us of the beauty
that was and still can be.

The messenger
Jeevan Bhagwat

Flash of feathers
fleeting past
the destruction of man
and machines.

An awakening blossoms
from your soliloquy of song,
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as my heart recalibrates
its focal point

towards a future of
sustainable green.

About the poets
Ivan Alekseyevich Bunin (1870–1953) was the first Russian poet and writer 
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature (1933). The texture of his poems and 
stories is considered to be one of the richest in the language. His translations 
(particularly that of HW Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha) are regarded as 
classics.

George Gordon (Lord) Byron (1788–1824) was an English poet and one of the 
leading figures of the Romantic movement.

Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799–1837) was a Russian poet and novelist 
of the Romantic era. He is considered by many to be the greatest Russian poet 
and the founder of modern Russian literature.

Karina Fiorini is a poet and environmentalist of Maltese origin, now based in 
France.

Mark A Murphy is a neurodivergent, working-class poet, surviving marginal-
isation in the UK.

Jeevan Bhagwat lives in Scarborough, Ontario, Canada. His work has been 
published in literary journals across Canada and internationally. In 2003 and 
2005, he won The Monica Ladell Prize for Poetry from the Scarborough Arts 
Council, and in 2015 he was recognized for his outstanding contributions to the 
community with the Scarborough Urban Hero Award for Arts & Culture.
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