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For the first time in human history, human beings are overwhelming the capacity of the earth to renew itself. Our demands for energy are excessive and our dependence upon non-renewable energy sources are very short-sighted. The challenges we face are two-fold. First, we must dramatically reduce our energy use and second, we must find renewable sources of energy that are produced sustainably, used efficiently, and accessed equitably. Human beings cannot survive in the long term if we do not address these issues in the short term. It is that simple.

William McDonough has stated that “all sustainability is local.” That means all sustainable solutions must be grounded in a local context. First, we propose the implementation of an aggressive energy conservation program that will reduce energy use by 50% within 10 years. Fifty-seven percent of the energy that Vermonters use is burned getting from one place to another. Any solution must address this by implementing public transit systems such as Addison County Transit Resources and the Chittenden County Transit Authority on a much wider basis. We must also use existing buildings and associated infrastructure much more wisely. That means insulation. It also means much more complete utilization. 

We must also re-localize sources and uses to the maximum extent possible. Local energy production must also be ecologically sustainable. That is, it must at once: conserve soil, water, and biological diversity; reduce the spread of invasive exotics; and improve the capacity of ecosystems to sequester carbon. We must send a much higher percentage of net energy to the customer and eliminate wasteful production and use. True cost accounting and the use of carbon budgets are both essential elements. Finally, there must be equitable access to energy. Without equitable access to energy there will be no peace.

The answer to this daunting dilemma is complex. It is as complex as an old growth forest ecosystem. And like an old-growth forest ecosystem, we need to develop a community energy system that involves countless pathways, production sites, and use sites that have been carefully positioned in the design. Energy must be used as efficiently and as close to the site in which it was produced as possible.  

We cannot afford to simply substitute locally-produced energy for globally-produced energy and renewable energy sources for non-renewable energy sources. We must re-think, re-do, or at least re-view just about everything and we need to do this from a local perspective. This is the most profound challenge that has ever faced the species. It is entirely possible that we could fail. If we succeed, however, we may create a truly golden age. 
The bold strategy that we are proposing to address climate change recognizes the need for significant culture change. Humans can and will change if and only if they get the right feedback from their actions. Without effective feedback, there will not be effective and meaningful change over time. Our strategy involves four broad components that can be summarized by the acronym SELF: sustainable production, efficient use, local sourcing, and fair access.

1. Sustainable production of wood fuel will focus first on maintaining forest health and second on forest use. A core principle is the recognition that ‘Without a healthy forest ecology there cannot be a healthy forest economy or community.’ Addressing the elements of sustainability outlined in the Montreal Process, we suggest using the Vermont Family Forest checklist as the foundation to forest conservation and management. This checklist has been referred to as ‘the gold standard’ for certification and it has been independently approved by the Forest Stewardship Council. When fully implemented, the checklist has been shown to be very effective in maintaining and/or enhancing water quality, soil productivity, native biological diversity, carbon storage, and forest resistance to invasion by invasive exotics. Sustainable production requires that forest stewards be adequately compensated so they can afford to practice excellent forestry. An essential part of our approach to the forest is that forest stewards – including landowners and the loggers who work for them -- be empowered in the marketplace. Excellence in the forest must be recognized in the forest product marketplace. In addition, we must rapidly update our technology, moving from skidders to forwarders in the forest. Finally, sustainable production requires sensitive metrics to evaluate impacts. Real-time carbon budgets should be part of this.

2. Efficient use recognizes that wood -- though renewable -- is also limited. Vermont’s forests per capita annual gross production is currently less than 4 cords. This wood must be used well. We need to squeeze out the maximum amount of service and work from every wood-based BTU. This requires, for example, that buildings be evaluated for efficiency and substantially upgraded as needed to maximize energy conservation.

3. Local sourcing reduces transportation costs. Perhaps more importantly, it provides the opportunity for clear and short feedback loops that allow customers to witness and feel the impacts of their decisions. Local sourcing also allows for rapid change and adaptive management.
4. Fair access is an essential element in our approach. For example, access to an affordable source of dry firewood can be the difference between life and death for the elderly, the poor, and the less fortunate. When supplies of energy are limited, allocation of energy resources must be fair. 
Wendell Berry said that “the split between what we think and what we do is profound.” We already know a great deal about conserving forest health in the face of global climate change and peak oil. There is a wealth of existing primary research to tap. We should seek to integrate what we already know across disciplines and to apply it locally. We should cultivate an educational system that incorporates service-based learning and application of principles and ideals to real world challenges. We should cultivate an economic system that incorporates a ‘triple top line’ of ecology, economics, and ethics. And we should root all of this in a system that seeks to improve the human condition by optimizing production and consumption as opposed to maximizing them.  

