
hundreds of  thousands of  Central Americans, 
half  a million Timorese, thousands of  
Afghanis, and many, many more.

 • Without the support of  the United States, 
international capitalist organizations such as 
the IMF, World Bank, WTO, etc., would be 
much less powerful and influential.

 • The demise of  the federal regime would 
mean an end to U.S. aid to Israel, and a 
fighting chance for the Palestinians.

 • The collapse of  the U.S. federal system would 
mean an end to federal corporate welfare, 
bank welfare, and, above all, the death of  the 
military-industrial complex.

 • No more federal regime means no more 
DHS, FBI, CIA, DEA, BATF, Bureau of  
Prisons. 

 • An end to the Bureau of  Indian Affairs, 
the federal drug war, federal mandatory 
minimums, or the national police state built 

Secession, Not 
Aggression:

Why Progressives And Liberals 
Should Consider Vermont 

Independence

T. Keith Preston

Kirkpatrick Sale of  the Middlebury Institute 
recently observed that there is presently 

“more attention being paid to secession than any 
time since 1865,” and predicts that “one of  the 
American states will vote for its independence in 
the next 10 years” (Dispersions, Vermont Commons, 
Mud Season 2010). 

Neo-secessionist sentiments are frequently 
stereotyped as a characteristic exhibited primarily 
by “right-wing extremists.” Yet, there are serious 
reasons why genuine progressives should consider 
secession. Among the most compelling reasons 
why the Vermont left should consider dissolving the 
U.S. into multiple nations, regions, or city-states are:

 • Nonviolently breaking up the United States 
means an end to an Empire that has killed 
millions of  people throughout the world 
over the last 65 years, including perhaps two 
million Iraqis, three million Southeast Asians, 
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Scratching  
the Surface:

Why Vermont Must Collect  
Rent On Publicly Owned 

Surface Water 

Elliot Wilkinson-Ray

The following article is Part 3 in an ongoing series 
exploring how Vermont might generate much-
needed revenue AND protect our Commons in 
this new century. Part 4 will be published in our 
summer issue ( July/August 2010).
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“We need merely replace the common right of  access 
with a state duty to collect revenues to serve common 
needs and replace other taxes.” 

– Mason Gaffney, economist

It is important that we charge rent for surface-
water use in Vermont. The majority of  

surface-water rent would be collected from hydro-
electric, public supply, and thermoelectric1 power 
generation. 

Why rent?
While much of  our nation’s history has been 
defined by the privatization and enclosure of  natu-
ral resources, surface water is still ours, and legally 
under our control. However, citizens have failed to 
assert their control over this lucrative resource and 
legal birthright. Currently, industry enjoys free 
reign to use and abuse our surface waters without 
compensation, accumulating huge private prof-
its. Meanwhile, many of  our waters have become 
polluted thermally, with toxins, and by invasive 
species. 

Why is the private sector enjoying windfall prof-
its from our surface water, while the public sector 
is struggling to fund its cleanup? This article will 
outline strategies for the state to efficiently levy 
public funding from surface-water use. 

You may be wondering why it is the state’s 
responsibility to collect rent on surface water 
in place of  towns or counties. The Public Trust 
Doctrine2 declares the state as the trustee of  
Vermont’s surface water. The citizens of  Vermont 
are the beneficiaries in this public trust relation-
ship. Therefore, the state government has a fidu-
ciary duty to manage the state’s surface water in 
the most responsible manner.

A company, landowner, or entity cannot own the 
real property rights3 of  surface water in Vermont. 
Bob can own the land around a pond but he does 
not have any special right to the actual water. 

continued on page 18

continued on page 7

The Great Reskilling: Northeast Kingdom (b)logger Michael Colby and his Belgian horse Big Jim go back to the future. More on 
Vermont’s community forests in this issue. FEARNE LICKFIELD
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We must bring money 
back down to earth. 

It might have 
sounded far-fetched 
even a year ago. But 
today, surrounded 
by the politics of  a 
trillion-dollar bail-
out, it has a different 
ring. It has the ring of  
common sense in a 
world that is coming 
to realize that there is 
such a thing as inter-
mediation that is too 

complex and money that is too fast.
There is such a thing as money that is too fast. 
Money that is too fast is money that has become 

so detached from people, place, and the activities 
that it is financing that not even the experts under-
stand it fully. 

Money that is too fast makes it impossible to 
say whether the world economy is going through 
a correction in the credit markets, triggered by 
the sub-prime mortgage crisis, or whether we are 
teetering on the edge of  something much deeper 
and more challenging, tied to petrodollars, deriva-
tives, hedge funds, futures, arbitrage and a byzan-
tine hyper-securitized system of  intermediation 
that no quant, no program trader, no speculator, 
no investment bank CEO can any longer fully 
understand or manage. 

Just as no one can say precisely where the meat 
in a hamburger comes from (it may contain meat 
from a hundred or a thousand animals), no one 
can say where the money in this or that security 
has come from, where it is going, what is behind 
it, whether – if  it were to be “stopped” and, like a 
hot potato, held by someone for more than a few 
instants – it represents any intrinsic or real value. 

Money that is too fast creates an environment 
in which, when questioned about the outcome of  
the credit crisis, former Treasury Secretary Robert 
Rubin can only respond, “No one knows.” 

The buck, it seems, knows not where to stop. 
So, we hold congressional hearings. We conduct 

SEC investigations. We undertake forensic 
accounting on the Madoffs and Lehmans and AIGs 
of  the world. 

Meanwhile, “Planet Finance,” to paraphrase 
Niall Ferguson’s words, “continues to dwarf  
Planet Earth.” Even in this moment of  financial 
uncertainty and economic contraction, trillions 
of  dollars a day zoom through cyberspace, financ-
ing everything from smokestacks in Chongqing 
to parking lots in Las Vegas to frost-resistant fish 
genes in tomatoes. 

What is to be done? 
First, we must acknowledge our addiction – and 

let us call it an addiction, this obsession with Buying 
Low and Selling High, this dependence on petro-

dollars, this insistence that a society composed of  
individuals who produce little but consume much 
can long be prosperous and fulfilled. 

Then, we must recognize that there is no Money 
Czar who can arrest money’s ever-accelerating 
trajectory around our ever-shrinking planet. No 
one person or group has the power to make the 
buck stop. 

But we can, we must, come to realize, make 
it . . . slow. 

A growing number of  entrepreneurs and inves-
tors have already begun doing just that. 

Investors’ Circle, The Business Alliance for Local, 
Living Economies, the Transitions movement, Slow 
Food . . . These and other initiatives are supporting 
new ways of  thinking about social entrepreneur-
ship, local economies, and the centrality of  cultural 
and biological diversity to economic health. They 
are early-adopters in the shift from capital markets 
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Guest Editorial

 The Buck Slows Here: 
Slow Me The Money, Vermont!

Woody Tasch

continued on page 4
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June 9–11, 2010, Slow Money 
conference in Shelburne, 
Vermont.
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‘BOMBS AWAY’ ON  
AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Editor, Vermont Commons:
The U.S. Air Force has selected the Vermont 
National Air Guard Station at Burlington 
International Airport as a possible site for its F-35 
Joint Strike Fighter program. The primary areas 
of  concern among South Burlington residents are 
environmental degradation, the loss of  affordable 
residential property, and resident safety.

Although increased environmental degrada-
tion from the greater exhaust, noise, and higher 
HAZMAT load of  the F-35 is guaranteed, the fore-
most concern is about noise. The F-35 is a much 
more powerful jet than the F-16, and is expected 
to run two-to-four times louder, at approximately 
120 decibels.  The Air Force has already run into 
trouble with the noise issue in Valparaiso, Florida, 
where they were twice sued by the town in order 
to establish that the F-35 was too loud to fly over 
that community. Citing a shortage of  planes, the 
airport has refused Arizona residents near an air 
base the opportunity to judge the volume of  the 
planes via a fly over, instead promising to provide 
computer models of  the aircraft’s volume. South 
Burlington has made a similar request for a 
fly-over.

Concurrent with the inevitable expansion of  
the airport’s 65-decibel noise-level contour, addi-
tional affordable homes in the Chamberlin neigh-
borhood, one of  the last bastions of  affordable 
housing in South Burlington, will fall within the 
airport’s noise-mitigation program. The aver-
age home in South Burlington sells for around 
$315,000, while in the Chamberlin neighborhood 
it is approximately $220,000. The airport adheres 
to the most draconian interpretation of  noise miti-
gation: buying the homes and razing them. One 
hundred and fifty homes already fall into the exist-
ing DNL contour. Once these homes have been 
destroyed the land becomes the property of  the 
City of  Burlington and is re-zoned commercial. In 
short, as the DNL expands, the affordable neigh-
borhood disappears.

Though more ephemeral, there are also reason-
able concerns about the risks of  conducting the 
product testing of  heavily armed fighter jets over a 
densely populated residential area that is home to 
several schools.

There is a great deal more to the issue, includ-
ing the questionable viability of  the entire F-35 
program. Please visit www.f35insouthburlington.
blogspot for more information.

Juliet Buck
Burlington

NO TEARS FOR SWEDEN

Editor, Vermont Commons:
I’m writing to question the integrity of  Anders 
Holm, who in his letter to the editor (“Raising 
Taxes in Vermont: Sweden’s Chilling Warning,” 
Vermont Commons, Mud Season 2010), argued 
against the Swedish model of  social capitalism (as 
opposed to America’s casino capitalism) and gave 
dire warnings if  Vermont attempted to implement 
a more equitable system of  taxation and health 
care system. 

He trots out the old and decrepit mythology that 
the money-makers will flee Vermont and entre-
preneurs will fold their tents and head for greener 
pastures. The rich, in their pique, will abandon their 
multi-million dollar McMansions and move back 
to the Upper East Side of  Manhattan. Mr. Holm 
writes: “In contrast to having no real choice but to 
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that maximize extraction and consumption to 
capital markets that prioritize restoration and 
preservation.

In this shift, we will need alternative stock 
exchanges for investors and entrepreneurs who 
are concerned about “slow, small, and local,” and 
who are ready for an alternative to doing the same 

thing over and over again with their investment 
dollars, hoping for a different outcome. We will 
need a new generation of  financial intermediar-
ies who can steer meaningful amounts of  capital 
to the soil of  the economy, creating new bench-
marks, new measures of  investment success. 

We will need to affirm the centrality of  local 
food systems to the health of  our communities 
and bioregions. We will need municipal bonds 
dedicated to sustainable food enterprises. We will 
need to invest in small farms and create access for 
the next generation of  organic farmers. We will 

need to accelerate the expansion of  Community 
Supported Agriculture. We will need to build local 
processing infrastructure to reduce vulnerability 
to disruption of  food supplies and minimize risks 
of  widespread food contamination.

There are millions of  jobs to be created, here, 
and billions of  dollars of  slow returns – returns that 
don’t sound so far-fetched in comparison to the 

risks associated with fast money. Not to mention 
the satisfaction, pleasure, and improved quality of  
life that comes from putting our money to work 
here, where we live, where we can see what it is 
doing, understand it, and benefit directly from that 
which our investment produces. 

If  bailout billions are iodine in the wounds 
of  global financial markets, and venture-capital 
billions are fertilizer for the consumer economy, 
let’s set about the task of  creating nurture-capi-
tal billions – a new financial sector for the 21st 
century. • 

Guest Editorial, continued from page 2

Letters, continued from page 3
implement a Swedish-style healthcare system . . . 
a far better option is to acknowledge that business 
is the engine of  an economy . . . Vermont needs a 
fundamental shift in attitude regarding permitting 
and taxation.” 

In other words, folks, forget about single-payer 
health care and tax fairness; let the good ol’ market 
work. I can hear cheering from Governor Douglas, 
Alan Greenspan, and The Business Roundtable.

Mr. Holm asserts that because of  its social/
capitalist ways, Sweden has plunged to twenty-
fifth in the “national standard-of-living rankings.” 
He neglects to make any attribution for that 
statement. 

I will avoid that error. In a comprehensive assess-
ment of  the lives and wellbeing of  children and 
adolescents in economically advanced nations, the 
UNICEF Innocenti Research Center found that 
The Netherlands was on the top of  the list and 
Sweden second. The survey considered material 
wellbeing, health and safety, educational wellbe-
ing, family and peer relationships, subjective well-
being. The USA was eighteenth! 

The welfare of  children, I believe, is a far better 
barometer of  a society’s viability than whether the 
billionaire owner of  Ikea chooses to avoid taxes in 
his homeland.

Al Salzman 
Fairfield

FEDERAL DAIRY FIASCO

Editor, Vermont Commons:
I am convinced that, were Vermont’s dairy indus-
try no longer a part of  the federal milk program, 
your farmers would be better off. All of  the 
economic reasons why Vermont (and other states 
with similar topographies and growing seasons) 
originally became a dominant dairy region – 
primarily, the obvious issue of  comparative advan-
tage – have been overturned by the federal effort 
since the 1930s to save the “little dairy farmer.” The 
effect has been the complete opposite, because it 
eliminated the economic advantages and, in the 
process, encouraged dairy farms throughout the 
nation where there were many fewer reasons to 
have them. 

I once tried to explain it in a Senate hear-
ing to senators Pat Leahy of  Vermont and Rudy 
Boschwitz of  Minnesota at least 30 years ago. My 
comments would have had no less effect had I made 
them in Swahili. Both men, believing themselves 
to be protecting the dairy farms of  their respective 
states, just looked confused. Sen. Boschwitz said, 
“Sorry, I just don’t happen to agree with your anal-
ysis,” as if  he had spent a years studying the issue. 

In my judgment, you guys should look into that. 
You can tie it into the raw milk market, but that 
should not be the main thrust.

Good luck!

Richard Wilcke
Bethlehem, Kentucky

Early adopters have begun a shift – from capital markets 

that maximize extraction and consumption, to capital markets 

that prioritize restoration and preservation.

Calling All 
Vermont Musicians!

Send Us Your Music!
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The green distraction and political black hole
2010: a few decades into the Green Dream. 
Sometime in the latter half  of  the 20th century, 
upwardly mobile, socially conscious, academi-
cally educated professionals – those who could 
afford to – began to drive the commercializa-
tion of  products and services that were health-
ier, less cruel, and more conserving of  natural 
and cultural resources. The intent behind this 
movement was, and is, well-meaning. It grew 
out of  an increased awareness of  the destruc-
tion wrought by global consumerism, and has 
sought to change that; in the words of  the move-
ment itself, to “make the world a better place 
through conscious consumption.” People set out 
to reverse the course of  destruction wrought 
by consumerism, through a different type of  
consumerism. 

Decades before the Green Movement 
emerged, a similar political movement was 
embraced by even larger segments of  the 
population. Progressive politicians and activ-
ists worked through the political process, legis-
lating for increased social justice, revamping 
laws to clean up waterways, and regulating the 
processes of  modern industry to better protect 
biodiversity and do less damage to Planet Earth 
in the creation of  “products.” Indeed, much of  
modern “progressive” politics can be seen as an 
attempt to minimize the damage wrought by 
the increasingly destructive ways citizens of  this 

nation make their living. And with each decade 
Americans moved further away from domes-
tic production toward an ever-more globalized, 
colonial resource relationship, all the while expo-
nentially increasing the take-make-waste capacity 
of  each citizen. 

No doubt this movement toward no-VOC paint, 
eco-tourism, green building, CFLs, organic foods, 
fair trade goods, low-flow fixtures, hybrid vehicles, 
and more stringent regulations slowed the rate of  
cultural- and natural-resource obliteration, but it 
has not reversed the trend. 

These progressive consumer and political 
movements of  the late 20th century failed to 
change the underlying structure that gave rise 
to massive human-ecological unsustainability 
in the first place. Radical Consumerism and its 
transference of  value from two-thirds of  the 
world’s humanity to the richest third contin-

ued unabated, further bankrupting earth princi-
pal (biodiversity, soil, fresh-water and clean-air 
reserves), mining human capital (physical, intel-
lectual and emotional health of  individuals and 
societies), and looting value from distant places 
and from future time periods. 

Thus, despite these movements, the scope of  
human destruction continues to rapidly expand 
into the 21st century with:

 • Greenhouse emissions of  nations ratifying 
the Kyoto Protocol still on the rapid increase;

 • Tropical rainforest deforestation accelerating;
 • Nuclear-waste production increasing;
 • Species extinction accelerating; 
 • Climate changes happening faster than at any 

other time in human history;
 • Resource-related warfare on the rise, with 

concomitant waste in money, energy, and 
lives;

Homestead Security:  When the Ecofads Fade, Ditch the Carbon Footprint Calculator 
and Pick up a Shovel  Ben Falk

WILL LINDNER

continued on page 6

Much of modern “progressive” 

politics can be seen as an attempt to 

minimize the damage wrought by the 

increasingly destructive ways that 

citizens of this nation make their living.
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 • Overall biospheric toxicity increasing faster 
than any other time in the Holocene Period, 
and probably for quite some time previous.

Confronting the fact that the social justice and 
green movements (let’s call them “surface move-
ments”) have not succeeded in changing the human 
trajectory away from perennial emergency toward 
a positively evolving, healthy, peaceful world, forces 
us to recognize the structural forces that are at 
work. We start to see how surface movements have 
served largely to distract us (“Let them have green 

products” instead of  “cake”). The most meaning-
ful forces determining the resource relationships 
between humanity and Planet Earth operate largely 
beyond the influence of  these movements. 

So how do we effect meaningful change, recog-
nizing that our choice of  dish detergent or fair-
trade goods is not going to change the underlying 
drift toward deepening catastrophe? 

Exodus from consumer society
Sometime in the 21st century, the systems that had 
concentrated wealth in the hands of  the few – the 
same systems that had become the most dominant 
social-organizing systems on the planet – began to 
disintegrate. A few generations of  accumulating 
instability from the system’s sheer scale and depth 
of  injustice finally overwhelmed its capacity to 
contain its own fallout. 

What if  the same cultural process that stimulated 
the social-justice and green causes coalesced into 
a massive force and began to replace a consumer 
society with a society of  producers based in decen-

tralized, egalitarian, human-scaled, smaller units 
of  organization?

This shift is beginning to happen, starting from 
the home scale and working outward, to the 
neighborhood, village, city, and region. It’s what 
the Transition Town movement represents.

Ask yourself  what actions you can take to 
harness this transition away from a consumer soci-

ety that belittles your own humanity to an orga-
nizing force that fosters individual empowerment 
– a liberating and enlightening cultural revival that 
replaces consumers with producers, hyper-depen-
dency with self  reliance.

The table above highlights the relationship 
between typical consumer-based actions and solu-
tions that address problems (classified as “Issues”) 
at a deeper, more systemic level. The categories 
are not mutually exclusive: actions defined as “Less 
Bad” often support the regenerative “Producer” 
action, but by themselves usually will not result in 
meaningful, long-term change at the societal level 
or empowerment at the individual level.

This is just the tip of  the iceberg. Starting down 
this road opens the door to scores of  other possi-
bilities. The lifestyle of  the producer can actually 
be far more stimulating, complex, and interesting 
than a consumption-oriented way of  living. •

Issue The “Less Bad” Consumer The Producer 

Food Buys organic groceries Grows a vegetable garden, plants food trees

Waste/Energy Recycles Buys less and produces, processes, and stores 
more

Social Justice Donates to a national charity Organizes neighbors to fix a local problem

Energy Conserves electricity Produces electricity with solar, wind, water, wood

Water Buys a water-conserving appliance Harvests rainwater and greywater

Policy Votes once/year Meets with elected officials, holds town office, 
organizes w/neighbors

Homestead Security, continued from page 5
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Vermont Left, continued from page 1
up around the war on terrorism. What 
could be more successful at overturning the 
“terror war” legislation of  the last eight years 
than complete disintegration of  the federal 
government itself ?

 • An end to federal corporate welfare 
means a severe weakening of  Big Pharma, 
agribusiness, or local developers utilizing 
federal money for gentrification.

 • The disintegration of  the United States means 
not only the end of  federal drug prohibition, 
but an end to U.S. support for the international 
drug war and the America-centric structure 
of  international drug prohibition, thereby 
allowing other nations to develop more 
progressive policies on this matter.

Some may object that progressives have at times 
appealed to federal power against local reactionar-
ies (for instance, in cases of  civil rights, abortion 
rights, and church/state separation issues), and 
that dissolution of  the federal regime may also 
weaken gains in this area. However, it should be 
considered that the majority of  the U.S. population 
resides in the 75 to 100 largest urban, metropolitan 
areas. If  these areas – New York, Washington, D.C., 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, Chicago, 
Miami – were independent city-states or micro-
nations along the lines of  Monaco, Luxembourg, 
or Singapore, genuine progressives would be in a 
much superior political position than at present. 

The major U.S. urban areas tend to be the most 
diverse culturally, racially, ethnically, and religiously. 

It is also in these areas where the majority of  racial 
minorities, LGBT people, persons with countercul-
tural values, and those with left-leaning political 
views tend to be concentrated. The majority of  the 
underclass persons fed into the prison-industrial 
complex also originate from the large cities. It is in 
the major cities where most abortion services are 
located and where most abortions take place.

If  these larger urban areas were separated from 
the states in which they are presently located and 
from the federal system, urban progressives would 
no longer need to share space politically with rural, 
small-town, or suburban reactionaries, conserva-
tives, or religious fundamentalists. Therefore, it 
would be immensely easier for independent city-
states of  this kind to enact, for instance, single-payer 
health care, same-sex marriage, stem-cell research, 
or a living wage. It would also be easier to protect 
abortion rights from the influence of  current state 
legislatures or the federal government. 

Likewise, it would be much more possible to 
decriminalize drugs, prostitution, gambling and 
other “consensual crimes” along the lines of  New 
Zealand, Portugal, or the Netherlands at pres-
ent. Such changes would severely weaken and 
undermine the police state and prison-industrial 
complex. The likely weakening of  corporate 

power following the demise of  federal and state 
corporate welfare would also provide a more 
level playing field for activists to take on land-
lords, developers, bankers, and other plutocratic 
interests on a municipal and regional level, and 
perhaps initiate economic alternatives like coop-
eratives, collectives, communes, LETS, mutuals, 
land trusts, and so forth. 

Meanwhile, social conservatives and other non-
progressives who dissented from this prevailing 
liberal-libertarian-left paradigm could likewise 
achieve sovereignty for themselves in their exclu-
sionary suburban enclaves, homogenous rural 
counties and towns, or sparsely populated red 
zones. Surely, this would be a better state of  politi-
cal affairs than the present system. 

If  secessionist sentiments are likely to grow 
in the years and decades ahead, why should 
progressives be left out? And with the majority of  
Vermont’s voting population exhibiting so-called 
“blue-state” tendencies, the time has never been 
more ripe for the Vermont left to explore nonvi-
olent secession as a genuine constitutional and 
political alternative. •

This article was adapted from www.attackthesystem.
com.

The weakening of corporate power following the demise of federal and state corporate 

welfare would provide a more level playing field for activists to initiate economic 

alternatives like cooperatives, collectives, and land trusts. 
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Review of  Michael C. Ruppert Confronting Collapse: 
The Crisis of  Energy and Money in a Post Peak 
Oil World (Chelsea Green, 2009, 238 pages, $15) and 
CoLLapse, Bluemark Films, a documentary directed 
by Chris Smith, featuring Michael Ruppert, a former 
LAPD narcotics detective and founder of  www.
fromthewilderness.com; 82 minutes. (Visit www.
collapsemovie.com.) 

For me, Michael Ruppert is the Paul Revere of  
our present moment in history. Revere risked 

his life to carry news and vital communiqués to 
the leaders of  the burgeoning secessionist move-
ment in Boston all the way southward to New York 
and Philadelphia. On his historic night of  “alarm-
ing” the countryside en route to the Lexington 
homes of  the secessionist leaders Samuel Adams 
and John Hancock, a sentry confronted him and 
asked Revere not to make so much noise. “Noise!” 
exclaimed Revere, “you’ll have noise enough 
before long.”

Like Revere before him, Ruppert is a dedicated, 
hard-riding messenger, who has risked his life to 
bear news vital to the survival of  a society grown 
suddenly global. Of  course, Ruppert’s message is 
not about the dreaded approach of  the redcoats, 
but a far larger, far more formidable, and yet 
strangely less visible “enemy” known to some 
by the name of  Peak Oil. Or, perhaps more accu-
rately, Peak Oil and Peak Money.

Ruppert describes his purpose as an activist-
writer thus: “to impart to as many individual 
human beings as possible the gut-level awareness 
of  the magnitude of  the crisis we face, and to 
enable those who do understand to prepare to face 
it, free of  denial and with open eyes.”

It is fortuitous that a filmmaker of  Chris Smith’s 
consummate skill has given us a riveting hour-and-
twenty-minute window into Ruppert’s mind and 
soul in CoLLapse, which began as a project about 
Peak Oil and ended up as a film featuring the man 
who made the subject his cause célèbre.

Although he may not yet be a household name, 
Michael C. Ruppert’s first book, Crossing the 
Rubicon: The Decline of  the American Empire at the 
End of  the Age of  Oil (2004), a complex and laby-
rinthine tour of  the multi-chambered basement of  
imperial power, sold more than 100,000 copies and 
was for many months among amazon.com’s top 
50 sellers. Rubicon became the Rosetta Stone for 
those who sought to deconstruct the most impen-
etrable, disguised machinations of  power on the 
global stage, and provided its readers with a veri-
table Map of  the Post-9-11 World.

The phenomenon of  Peak Oil has only recently 
gained consensus among a broad range of  experts, 
despite being discussed and argued about for at 
least two decades. It is not about running out of  
oil, a common misconception. It is about running 
out of cheap oil. That is the peg on which the Peak 
Oil story hangs. 

And it is quite a story. Ruppert writes early on in 
Confronting Collapse: “The edifice of  human civili-
zation . . . is built upon cheap oil.” He then adds, 

“There is no combination of  alternative energies 
anywhere . . . that will sustain the structure built 
by [cheap] oil and fossil fuels.” It turns out the 
American Dream is negotiable after all. (Or soon 
will be.)

Unlike money, or credit, which may be and is 
being loaned into limitless existence by the central 
bankers 24-7, energy sources are bounded. And 
yet, as Ruppert insists, “Money has no value with-
out energy to back it up.” This essential and exqui-
site insight into the relationship between energy 
and money is either ignored or glossed over by 
nearly every economist who advises hapless 
governments, national and local. 

“Energy, not money,” claims Ruppert, “is the 
root of  all economic activity . . . the equivalent of  
free slave labor for industrial civilization.” 

And what a source of  “free” labor it has been 

for those of  us who have lived and live in the last 
and present centuries! One $2.69 gallon of  gaso-
line yields us 500 slave hours of  work, or the 
equivalent of  owning three weeks’ of  slave labor. 
Anyone who commandeers the energy equivalent 
of  a barrel of  oil, for the moment priced at about 
$80, gets the energy-equivalent work of  a human 
slave for two to three years — 23,200 hours worth. 
Talk about cheap!

However messy or proximate these slave-work 
analogies may be, they signify one thing for sure: 
cheap oil has meant boom times, and no nation 
has sucked up more of  the black gold and enjoyed 
its oomph more than the United States.

EROEI: the ratio of collapse
Ruppert and other Peak Oil students believe that 
in 2005 the world economy climbed to the top of  
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the bell-shaped curve that describes the useful life 
of  oil (and practically any other non-renewable 
resource located on Earth). We humans now live 
atop The Bumpy Plateau, where global supply 
cannot be much expanded regardless of  demand 
expressed by oil’s price. The bumps on the world 
economy’s road consist of  price-driven dips down 
(a.k.a. recessions caused by “demand destruc-
tion”) and rises (a.k.a. faux “recoveries,” caused 
by massive inputs of  central bank fiat money) that 
overall are making for a rocky ride for anyone 
who’s not an investment banker.

The ride, and its eventual destination, matter 
not much to those Lords of  the Universe who 
inhabit the warrens of  Goldman Sachs, J.P. Morgan 
Chase, Citibank, the Federal Reserve, and the U.S. 
Treasury (as well as TBTF banks elsewhere on the 
planet), for whom the laws of  economic growth 
are more certain and reliable than the Laws of  
Thermodynamics (or any other science whose 
laws govern life), and who in the end are princi-
pally concerned to “Make money on the way up 
and make money on the way down.”

In Confronting Collapse, Ruppert reminds us more 
than once during the course of  his terse decon-
struction of  Peak Oil, that “Until we change the way 
money works, we change nothing” (my italics). In the 
interim, we bear witness to the ravishment of  
our own wealth as ordinary Americans. “Simply 
put, more money can be made – more quickly 
– by accelerating decline, bankrupting the coun-
try, starving people, and selling off  assets than by 
investing it in rebuilding under a new economic para-
digm or by trying to soften the crash . . .  Financial 

markets have no long-term vision in the infinite growth 
paradigm . . .  The current economic paradigm will 
find that it uses less energy to make more money 
by driving things [assets, such as housing] down 
than by building them up.” (My italics.)

At this juncture the hard facts of  energy returned 
on energy invested (EROEI) raise their stony heads. 
According to Ruppert, “EROEI is at the heart 
of  what sustainability means,” the litmus test all 
new energy sources must pass (and few do). The 
search for the hard-to-find-and-hard-to-produce 
oil and other fossil sources of  energy has already 
begun in earnest, albeit amidst confusing price 
signals. Demand decreases in the OECD coun-
tries (Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development), but rises in massive nations 
like China, India, and Brazil, as well as in oil-dense 
nations such as the Arab Gulf  states, yielding a 
relentless net upward pressure on price.

EROEI now guides the calculus of  energy enter-
prises and governments. If  you have to invest $100 
to get an $80 barrel of  oil, are you going to do it? 
Not likely, even on spec. As for the oil fields already 
drilled, “Once it takes more than one barrel of  
oil  . . . to extract one barrel of  oil, an oil field is 
considered dead” (Confronting Collapse).

More than 96 percent of  all the oil used in the 

world to date has been used since the United States 
entered World War II. Earlier in the last century, 
when the oil boom started in earnest, one barrel 
of  energy-equivalent oil yielded an astonishing 
100 barrels returned. Kaboom! That same barrel of  

oil invested today yields a meager three barrels here 
in the U.S. In Saudi Arabia, where one quarter of  
all the world’s oil is estimated to lie, and whose 
reserves are a closely guarded state secret, drilling 
offshore has begun (despite Saudi assurances that 
its on-shore storehouse is practically limitless). As 
for oil produced from shale, tar sands, and coal, 
from deep beneath the Arctic and other oceans, 
off  Brazil’s coast and in the Gulf  of  Mexico, such 
wished-for bonanzas are likely to yield EROEIs of  
2:1 or less. 

A world built on such expensive energy will be 
profoundly, comprehensively different from the 
one built on 100:1 energy.

Transition time
Entry onto The Bumpy Plateau has given us 
precious “transition time” to “power down” while 
not-yet-too-expensive energy reserves are available 
to repair and maintain the infrastructure that “lies 
at the heart of  complex civilizations . . . without 

continued on page 10

The phenomenon of Peak Oil is not about running out of oil – a common misconception. 

It is about running out of cheap oil. That is the peg on which the Peak Oil story hangs. 
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which civilization starts to break down.” Plugging 
the leaks in the dikes that are our infrastructure 
gives us time to start the work of  re-localizing 
our economies, plural. Make no mistake, Ruppert 

is “alarming” us, as did Revere in a similarly life-
threatening situation 235 years ago, to re-localize 
our food and energy systems now, without delay. We 
must come to understand that “globalization,” a 
term for the American Dream gone viral, “will die 
with ever-increasing [fossil] fuel costs.”

Some Peak Oil analysts believe The Bumpy 
Plateau — our final breathing space or “transition-
time” — may last for one or two decades, to 2015 
or 2025 (or possibly longer). Ruppert is not among 
this sanguinary lot. In a personal communication 
he has told me 2010 could be the year when the 
global economy “goes over the cliff.” I myself  am 
agnostic on the timing, if  not about the event itself. 
“The United States,” he told me, “will be impos-
sible to govern as a single nation . . .  There are only 
13 combat brigades in the U.S. and these will not be 
enough to prevent chaos.” Like Rome was, the U.S. 
will be caught with its troops scattered over the face 
of  the Earth fighting perpetual imperial wars on 
multiple frontiers where the last sweet crude still 
flows in a world grown ravenous for every drop.

In a recent Foreign Affairs essay, “Complexity 
and Collapse: Empires at the Edge of  Chaos,” the 
historian Niall Ferguson suggests that empires 
are complex systems that “operate somewhere 
between order and disorder – on the edge of  

‘chaos.’” Following the theory of  complex systems, 
Ferguson reminds readers just how fast actual civi-
lizations do in fact collapse, contrary to the ex post 
facto narratives of  professional historians. Rome 
– that is, the Western Roman Empire – fell “within 
the span of  a single generation.” That was long 
time ago, when transportation and communica-
tion systems were almost infinitely slower than 
they are today. 

The incomparable 300-year-old Ming Dynasty’s 
fall “from equipoise to anarchy took little more 
than a decade.” The relatively modern Hapsburg, 
Ottoman, Romanov, and British empires all ceased 
to be empires swiftly. Closer in time to our own era 
was the former Soviet Union. “If  ever an empire 
fell off  a cliff, rather than gently declining — it 
was the one founded by Lenin,” Ferguson notes. 
He concludes his essay by observing that, like it or 
not, the collapse of  empires (and the civilizations 
they embody) “is sudden.”

Ruppert thus hardly stands alone in his assess-
ment of  the precarious condition of  the United 
States, and indeed of  the whole of  industrial civi-
lization. Written in 2008, his new book contains 
many very specific and useful recommendations 
whose chances for adoption are now less than 
what they were when “change we can believe in” 
was a slogan that energized a plurality of  voting 
Americans. However, in light of  his ruthlessly 
sober observation that “recovery is what will kill 
us,” do we have a choice – and a chance?

We do. We must confront the truth of  Peak Oil 
and begin the long march toward radical re-local-
ization of  fundamental life-supporting economic 
enterprises such as agriculture, energy, credit 
and currency, education, security, and health, and 
toward the creation of  a new economic paradigm 
that permits us to live in equilibrium with our natu-
ral Earth-given endowments, both renewable and 
non-renewable, wherever we ourselves are located. 
And become sovereign in our own local domains.

Just as “union” was once necessary for nations, 
including our own, to survive and flourish in the 

wide-open, expansive energy era of  the mid-19th 
and early 20th centuries, today’s conditions, which 
are being determined by Peak Oil-driven collapse, 
make secession the new survival zeitgeist, as 
inevitable as “union” was 150 years ago. Survival 
won’t be in empires or regional hegemons but 
in the locales where we live as flesh-and-blood 
beings, growing our own food (no thank you, 
Monsanto), making our own energy (no thank 
you, ExxonMobil), assuring our own security (no 
thank you, Pentagon), making our own currency 
(no thank you, Federal Reserve), and issuing our 
own credit (no thank you, Goldman Sachs).

And thereby secede. Secede from the old para-
digm and all that it enables, preeminently the 
thievery, murder, and wanton destruction of  
empire itself. • 

Note: Michael Ruppert will do a Paul Revere “alarm” 
tour in Vermont from May 13 to May 16, appearing in 
Burlington (Contois Auditorium, City Hall; 7:30 p.m.) 
on May 13; in Montpelier (Unitarian Church; 7:30 p.m.) 
on May 14; in Brattleboro (Brattleboro Union High 
School; 7:30 p.m.) on May 15; and in Woodstock (Town 
Hall Theater; 7:30 p.m.) on May 16. The Woodstock 
event will feature a screening of  the 2009 documentary 
Collapse, followed by a Q&A session with Michael 
Ruppert.

Free Vermont Media, continued from page 9
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It is starting to feel like “local food” is hitting 
a critical mass in the state of  Vermont. Not 

only do we have farmers’ markets in every town 
during the summer months, but many towns now 
host winter markets as well. CSAs (community 
supported agriculture, where eaters purchase 
shares of  the food produced on a farm during 
the season) have become a part of  the annual 
food budget for many people. The Vermont 
Legislature passed the Farm-to-Plate bill in 2009 
with the goal of  creating a 10-year strategic plan 
to strengthen Vermont’s farm-and-food sector. 
Throughout the state new farms are literally 
emerging from the soil with products as diverse 
as yaks, shitake mushrooms, and giant 25-pound 
Flemmish rabbits.

But let’s say that you are one of  the older, estab-
lished farmers who have been at this for the past 
15, 20, or even 30 years. Ask any of  them and they 
will tell you that it wasn’t until the past five years 
that their products have been met with universal 
enthusiasm. 

These are the folks who first established the 
farmers’ markets because they needed an outlet 
for the products they grew. These are the pioneers 
who, over years of  experimentation, developed 
techniques that enable farmers today to get an 
extra month out of  the spring and fall growing 
seasons. These are the farmers who had to defend 
the higher cost of  their organically grown food 
before we had the likes of  Michael Pollan waking 
us up to the financial realities of  the industrial food 
system. 

If  you are one of  these farmers, how must it feel 
when new farmers come into town and catch your 
customers’ attention? Are these farmers going to 
willingly share their piece of  the pie with these 
young upstarts?

This is a question that I asked of  Andrew 
Meyer, founder of  the Center for an Agricultural 
Economy in Hardwick, during a recent talk that 
he gave in the Mad River Valley. Andrew pointed 
out that many components of  the Hardwick food 

system depend on “exporting” food products out 
of  the area, which therefore opens up a much 
larger market than the greater Hardwick area 
itself. In fact, Andrew pointed out that if  the only 
goal of  the local agripreneurs was to serve the 
local community it would be difficult for most of  
those businesses to stay afloat. 

Yet, I couldn’t help but think back to a comment 
that Pete Johnson of  Pete’s Greens made a few 
years back on a local TV talk show that we both 
appeared on. When asked how he saw his busi-
ness growing, Pete actually painted a picture of  
his future business that flies in the face of  most 

Harvard Business School case studies where 
market growth and global expansion are almost 
always the desired goal. Pete explained how his 
business started by shipping greens to the Boston 
market, but that now his business is focused on 
northern and central Vermont. 

Yet, even that market is not small enough for 
Pete. In fact, Pete painted a picture where some-
day his business would serve just the immedi-
ate Craftsbury area where his farm is located. 
Was Pete talking about shrinking his business? 
Absolutely not. Ever the visionary, Pete sees a day 
when the market for local food here in Vermont is 
much bigger than it is today. 

In the past two years, where I live in the Mad 
River Valley, several new farming and agrifood 
ventures have taken root. In each case, these 
agripreneurs used good business sense and have 
targeted unserved or underserved markets. One 
farmer is growing tomatoes, garlic, and herbs 
to go into rice and couscous mixes that she is 
producing. Another just put up two hoop houses 
and will be growing produce for the local movie 
theater/café and other restaurants in the area. 
The new farmers at the Vermont Foodbank’s 
Kingsbury Farm have a plan to grow more than 
30,000 pounds of  root vegetables to feed hungry 

Vermonters. Even the local organic flower guy 
has started custom-growing vegetables and herbs 
for a local restaurant. This is an exciting develop-
ment because, as the variety of  locally available 
products expands, more of  the food dollars that 
people spend will stay in the state; in other words, 
the market (or pie according to my pie theory of  
farming economics) will get bigger, assuming that 
the market is not saturated. 

Is the Vermont farm-to-table market saturated? 
Hardly. UVM student David Timmons tackled 
this question in 2005 in his Master’s thesis and esti-
mated that Vermont produced at most 38 percent 
of  its food, but that number included all of  the 
food produced in the state that gets “exported” 
across state lines, such as Cabot Cheese, Ben and 
Jerry’s Ice Cream, and Vermont maple syrup, 
to name a few. According to State Rep. Chris 
Bray of  New Haven (who serves on the House 
Agricultural Committee), “While Vermont is 
a strong agricultural state, we still purchase 97 
percent of  our food from out of  state, at an annual 
cost of  $2.6 billion.” 

Clearly, Vermont will never produce all of  the 
food that we need, but there is still a huge market 
opportunity and we need more farmers to fill 
the needs. As far as I am concerned, as long as 
Vermonters are still going to their grocery stores 
and buying strawberries from California in June or 
tomatoes from Israel in August, there is room in 
the market for more Vermont farmers. And, if  this 
is the case, then it behooves everyone in Vermont, 
including the farmers, to work together to grow 
the pie by working to increase the demand for 
local food. •

Localvore Living:  Can Vermont Have Too Many Farmers? Robin McDermott

“While Vermont is a strong agricultural state, we still purchase 97 percent  

of our food from out of state, at an annual cost of $2.6 billion.” 

—State Rep. Chris Bray 

David Booth, proprietor of Arcadia Brook Farm, assists customers picking raspberries at his CSA in North Ferrisburgh. JAYE LINDNER
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Myth #1: “Solar power doesn’t work in Vermont.” 
Truth: Vermont gets 15-percent more sun on 

an annual average, than any place in Germany, yet 
Germany is the global leader in solar power instal-
lations as a percentage of  its power sources. There 
are two residential solar installation companies 
that are now the national/regional leaders, which 
were both started in Vermont. Solar power works 
in Vermont. 

Myth #2: “Solar power doesn’t make economic sense 
in Vermont, so Vermont should not invest tax dollars 
to subsidize solar power. Vermont would be better off  
investing in other types of  energy systems.”

Truth: Solar power does make economic sense 
in Vermont, even though that was questionable in 
the recent past. When solar systems were five times 
more expensive than they are today, the econom-
ics of  solar power didn’t work, compared to util-
ity prices. Now that has changed. Investments in 

solar hot-water and solar electric systems make 
a lot of  economic sense in Vermont. Most solar 
hot-water systems in Vermont will pay for them-

selves in less than eight years and last for 25-plus 
years after that. For a residential solar electric 
system, the cost with today’s prices and incentives, 
over the 25-year warranted life of  the system, is 
10 cents per kilowatt-hour (kWh), which is lower 
than most Vermonters pay now.

The fact that solar electric systems last 40 or 
more years means that the real cost of  solar elec-
tricity is significantly lower than today’s utility rates. 
Even if  you believe that utility prices in 2030 will 
be the same as they are today, you would still save 
money by installing a solar electric system on your 
roof. Refer to the chart above for a breakdown of  
the economics of  solar power in Vermont, based 
on today’s costs and incentives for an average resi-
dential solar electric system that would meet more 
than 80 percent of  the average monthly residential 
power bill. Feel free to check the math. The conclu-
sion: solar power for homeowners in Vermont is 
already cheaper than utility power. 

The only real economic challenge with solar 
power is that you must pay for 25-plus years of  
power up front (purchase and installation), and the 
financing options other than home equity loans 
have been limited. Thus there is a need for govern-
ment subsidies and assurances to provide the right 
investment climate. 

Today’s state and federal subsidies, which 
remove about 40 percent of  the cost of  most 
installations, are part of  why solar power makes 
economic sense. The other main factor is that 
solar-system prices have dramatically declined as 
the industry has matured.

Governments have always heavily subsidized 
energy systems. All of  the utility lines were 
installed with government subsidies. Every power 
plant ever built received government subsidies. 
Until recently, the only categories of  energy that 
did not get any government subsidy were the clean, 
renewable energy technologies that Vermont 
needs to become energy independent. As I high-
lighted in my January column, just during the past 
eight years the U.S. government spent more than 
$1 trillion on oil/gas subsidies, and only $12 billion 
on wind/solar subsidies. We still have a long way 
to go until the playing field is level. 

The main difference in “common” values 
related to using tax money to subsidize fossil fuels 
vs. solar power (also wind, hydro and various types 
of  biomass) is that a significant amount of  the 
solar-power subsidy dollars stay in the local econo-
mies, providing local jobs, as opposed to going to 
out-of-state corporations and imported fossil fuels. 
It’s true that solar panels are not currently made in 

Energy Optimist: Vermont’s Energy Future: The Role for Solar Power Gaelan Brown

Vermont is in negotiations with a 

potential solar panel factory that 

wants to go online in Chittenden 

County. Adding local production would 

mean that for every megawatt of solar 

power installed Vermont would gain 

15 to 20 permanent jobs, vs. 8-10 for 

installation alone.

Residential System Size (Wattage Capacity) 4320

# of  240-watt Panels 18

Average KWH/Month Produced in VT based on an “average” site 432

Price Before Incentives $25,920

Vermont State Instant Rebate, $1.75/watt $7,560

Federal Tax Credit 30% of  Cost $5,508

NET Cost Installed $12,852

Net Cost-Installed-Per-Watt $2.98

25-YR Power-Bill offset with Green Mt Power, assuming only 5% annual utility-
price increase $38,861

Effective Cost Per KWH over 25 years $0.10
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Vermont, but more than 30 percent of  the money 
invested on a solar installation goes to the local 
engineers, consultants, and installers who actually 
build and maintain the systems. Every megawatt 
of  solar power installed creates eight to 10 jobs on 
the sales/design/installation side of  the business. 

If  Vermont were to make a long-term commit-
ment to renewable energy, by either extending and 
broadening the “Feed in Tariff ” concept that forces 
power companies to pay a premium for clean 
energy, or by seceding from the union and invest-
ing in renewable subsidies instead of  spending 
our tax money on foreign oil wars and corporate 
bailouts, factories that produce wind turbines and 
solar panels would sprout up within 12 months. 

In fact, Vermont is already in negotiations 
with a potential solar panel factory that wants to 
go online in 2011 in Chittenden County, and we 
already have two international leaders in wind-
power technology who produce their systems 
right here in Vermont. This would mean that for 
every megawatt of  solar power installed, Vermont 
would gain 15 to 20 more permanent jobs in solar 
panel production, sales and installation, vs. just 
eight to 10 on the installation side of  the equation. 

VPRIG’s exhaustive study, “Repowering 
Vermont,” has Vermont getting 15 percent of  its 
energy from solar power by 2032, by installing 734 
megawatts of  solar electric capacity between now 

and then. Taking a conservative jobs-factor of  15 
jobs per megawatt, this would mean more than 
11,000 clean-tech jobs would be created. 

Today the cost to install megawatt-scale solar 

systems (a megawatt of  solar would power 
250-plus homes and require about 10 acres), 
before any subsidies or tax breaks, is around $5 
million per megawatt. This would mean covering 
most flat-roof  commercial buildings in Vermont 
with solar systems, and using some “brown field” 
land or non-arable land for larger ground-mount 
systems. There are compelling arguments against 
using arable land for ground-mount solar systems, 
as we also need to maximize our food-production 
resources. 

Each megawatt of  solar energy, properly sited, 
can produce 1,200,000 kWh per year in Vermont, 
or about 36 million kWh over 30 years. That means 

that the cost per kWh, without any subsidies, for 
commercial-scale solar electric today would be 
about 14 cents. That’s $.14/kWh, which is only 
slightly higher than what Vermonters are paying 

right now for power from the utilities. What do 
you think power will cost in 2030?

This is known as “grid parity” – meaning that 
the non-subsidized cost of  solar is at the same 
cost per kWh as utility power. We are just about 
there, today, on large-scale systems, even without 
subsidies. With residential-scale systems, which 
cost more per installed watt, solar power is already 
cheaper than utility power, including the current 
subsidies. 

Now is the time for Vermont to commit to a 
clean-energy future, building our economy on a 
foundation of  clean, affordable energy from local 
and renewable sources. • 

Dispelling Myth #1 (see article). Solar applications ARE productive in Vermont, and can be installed on buildings of every vintage (or ground mounted). PHOTO COURTESY OF GROSOLAR

All utility lines were installed with government subsidies; every power plant ever 

built received subsidies. Until recently, the only categories of energy that did not 

receive subsidies were the clean, renewable energy technologies that Vermont needs 

to become energy independent.
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On a warm Saturday morning last July, 35 
people gathered in a forest in Lincoln, 

Vermont, to attend a workshop with Vermont 
Family Forests, a nonprofit forest-education orga-
nization based in Bristol. They were there to learn 
about how to procure wood fuel in a way that is 
ecologically sustainable, energy efficient, local, 
and fair. 

To show what he meant by “ecologically sustain-
able,” Vermont Family Forests founder and execu-
tive director David Brynn guided participants 
through a forest owned by the Leuders/Dumont 
family, where West Bolton logger Bill Torrey was 
in the midst of  harvesting 50 cords of  firewood. 
First Brynn and Torrey showed them the log land-
ing where dozens of  logs were already neatly 
stacked. They explained how the landing’s char-
acteristics – flat, free from erosion, and far from 
water sources – protected forest water quality. 

Brynn then led the group along the main access 
road for the harvest. They paused at a stream 
crossing, over which Torrey had built a simple, 
sturdy bridge, with enough clearance to allow for 
flooding and placed at right angles to the stream to 
ensure that, when a flood occurs, water is unlikely 
to hop the stream bed and begin flowing down the 
access road. 

As they continued along the access road, Brynn 
pointed out the broad-based dips and waterbars 
that guide rainfall and snowmelt off  the road and 
into the forest. “Why so many?” one participant 
wondered aloud at the abundance of  water diver-
sions. Because, Brynn replied, that’s what this 
stretch of  road – given its slope and length – needs 
to prevent soil erosion that reduces forest health 
and pollutes streams. “If  you see water running 
down your access road, you’re likely doing some-
thing wrong,” he added. As the morning passed, 
Brynn, pointed out several other standards by 
which he assessed the health of  this forest and the 
sustainability of  the harvest that was underway. 

After the workshop, Brynn began exploring 
the notion of  creating a clear set of  standards 
and assessments that anyone, regardless of  their 
forestry experience, could take into the woods and 
use to determine the health of  the forest. At the 
same time, he was looking for a way to engage 
Vermonters more deeply in their community-
owned town forests. Across Vermont, 168 towns 
own community-shared land in the form of  more 
than 65,000 acres of  town forests – a golden oppor-
tunity for community engagement and learning.

By year’s end, Brynn had merged these two 
goals and created the Town Forest Health Check, a 

guide and toolkit that community members can 
use to assess and maintain their town forest’s 
health. “Healthy forests are the foundation of  a 
healthy forest economy and community,” he says. 
“Aldo Leopold wrote, ‘Health is the capacity of  the 
land for self-renewal.’ The Town Forest Health Check 
is one relatively simple way to measure and safe-
guard that capacity.” 

In the Town Forest Health Check, Brynn articu-
lates the basic components of  a healthy forest, 
then gives step-by-step instructions for assessing 
forest health, in a format that’s easy to use, acces-
sible, and most of  all, enjoyable. Brynn strongly 
felt that this education outreach needed to be posi-
tive and proactive. He designed the Town Forest 
Health Check so that community members can not 
only carry out the forest-health assessments, but 
also have a good time doing it.

Concept behind the Health Check
Brynn uses an analogy to illustrate how the Town 
Forest Health Check works. Imagine that you want 
to optimize your own health. To do this, you 
could visit your doctor and have her conduct a 
bunch of  tests to check the health of  each of  your 
body parts. If  a test points to a problem, you could 
take the necessary steps – drugs, surgery, and so 

Vermont’s Town Forest Health Check:
Harvesting Wood, Promoting the Commons, Ensuring Sustainability

Alexandra Murphy
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on – that your doctor thinks will improve that 
condition. This approach is both costly and highly 
technological, and there’s a chance that you’ll miss 
some important health issue because you didn’t 
run just the right test. 

On the other hand, you could see what prac-
tices the medical community recommends for 
maintaining health – for instance, eating a high-
fiber diet, not smoking, getting plenty of  exercise, 
reducing stress, and so on. Put those practices 
in place, and you have a good chance of  becom-
ing and staying healthy. Though indirect, this 
approach to maintaining your health is proactive, 
inexpensive, and low-tech.

Brynn carried this model into the realm of  
forestry. In a given forest, you can attempt to 
measure its health by testing soil and water chem-
istry, infiltration capacity, biological diversity, abil-
ity to store and cycle carbon, and the like. But most 
people lack the expertise, equipment, and time to 
conduct and interpret such tests, and wouldn’t 
necessarily know how to solve any unhealthy 
conditions they discover through the testing. 
Besides, it’s a pretty dry and technical way to learn 
about forest health.

So the Town Forest Health Check focuses instead 
on a dozen best-management practices that help 
forests keep themselves healthy – what Brynn 
calls the 12 Benchmarks. The benchmarks derive 
from forest-management criteria established by 
the Montreal Process Working Group for the 
Conservation and Sustainable Management of  
Temperate and Boreal Forests, an international 
body of  foresters. 

If  a forest meets these 12 benchmarks, says 
Brynn, you can be fairly confident that its soil 
productivity, water quality, biological diversity, 
and carbon-storage capacity are generally in good 
shape, indicating that the forest is healthy. 

Forest health issues
Though Vermont has a “green” image and is 
blanketed by more than four million acres of  
forest, timber harvests in these forests can fall 
short of  a truly green standard. In his 28 years as 
forester for the Vermont Department of  Forests, 
Parks, and Recreation – 15 of  them as Addison 
County Forester – Brynn saw plenty of  sound 
forest management but also much that resulted 
in soil compaction and erosion, stream siltation, 
increased invasive exotic species, and many other 
conditions that compromise the health of  the 
forest community.

As individuals and communities in Vermont 
increasingly look for local, affordable sources of  
fuel, the pressure on local forests to provide this 
fuel mounts. “The era of  cheap oil is over. We’re 
going back to the forest for energy,” says Brynn. 
“And that’s the way it is. We need to take this 
opportunity to learn to differentiate the good, the 
bad, and the ugly in forest care. Climate change 
demands culture change. In town forests, we have 
common ground. We have the opportunity to 
tend the forest together and in the process grow 
as a culture.” 

Brynn wants to make sure that Vermont doesn’t 
repeat the errors of  its past, overcutting the trees 
and compromising the forest community’s abil-
ity to sustain itself. That’s where the Town Forest 

Health Check comes in; it’s one means of  system-
atically taking the pulse of  the forest. “The forest 
community is an incredibly complex system,” says 
Brynn. “The 12 benchmark metrics give a handle 
on some of  that complexity.” Through the Town 
Forest Health Check, community members gain 
insights that help them plan future management 
approaches that maintain forest health. (See How 
Does Your Forest Measure Up?, page 15.) 

To accompany the Town Forest Health Check’s 
step-by-step instructions for assessing the 12 forest-
health benchmarks, Brynn created the Health Check 
Toolkit, which contains the key tools for carrying 
out the benchmark assessments. Forestry tools 
can be intimidating for the non-forester, as well as 
pricy, so Brynn focused on creating low-cost, low-
tech, accessible alternatives that could credibly and 
accurately assess compliance. 

For example, a few of  the benchmark assess-
ments require a device for measuring slope. 
Foresters typically use a clinometer, which costs 
about $150. The Health Check Toolkit employs a 
protractor fitted with a weighted string to measure 
slope. For ease of  use, the protractor is anchored 
to another key part of  the toolkit, the Vermont 
Family Forests cruising stick. Though this stick 
has many functions, for the purposes of  the Town 
Forest Health Check it mainly helps the user measure 
tree diameter. Custom-made by Maple Landmark 
in Middlebury, the cruising stick has a deep groove 

in it at the 25-inch mark, a slot just the right size 
and at just the right position for holding another 
of  the low-tech tools in the toolkit – a penny.

The penny serves the same function as a 10-factor 
prism, which foresters use, in part, to determine 
number of  trees per acre. This measurement is 
important for the benchmarks that assess the 
number of  legacy trees, snag and den trees, and 
large downed wood per acre in the town forest.

The Town Forest Health Check guide provides writ-
ten instructions for using these and other tools in 
the Health Check Toolkit. But because there’s noth-
ing like a good hands-on demonstration, Brynn 
also filmed a series of  brief  video clips that show 
how to use the tools and how to conduct each of  
the benchmark assessments. Brynn posted links to 
these video clips, plus other on-line forestry tools 
referenced in the Town Forest Health Check, on the 
Vermont Family Forests website (www.familyfor-
ests.org). 

Following the instructions of  the Town Forest 
Health Check guide, community members use their 
low-tech forestry tools to gather data, which they 
record on tally sheets provided in the Health Check 
Toolkit. When they’ve finished collecting data for a 
particular benchmark, the Health Check helps them 
determine if  their forest meets that benchmark – 
if  it is healthy – or if  work needs to be done to 
achieve health.

continued on page 16

 1. Access Paths and Trails Benchmark. Erosion-control structures such as water bars, 
broad-based dips, and turn-ups are properly installed on all forwarding paths and skid 
trails at intervals according to Table 1 of  the Vermont Acceptable Management Practices 
(AMPs).

 2. Log Landing Benchmark. Log landings are located on nearly-level, stable ground, kept 
out of  protective strips, and graded to prevent soil erosion and stream sedimentation.

 3. Stream Crossing Benchmark. Streams are crossed with bridges or culverts that are 
properly sized according to Table 2 in the Vermont AMPs and carefully installed 
perpendicular to the stream.

 4. Stream Protective Strip Benchmark. All streams are bordered by protective strips that 
exceed the minimum widths listed in Table 4 of  the Vermont AMPs, have little or no 
bare mineral soil or ground disturbance, and have at least 70-percent crown closure. 

 5. Stream Condition Benchmark. All streams and other bodies of  water are kept free of  
logging slash, debris, and waste. 

 6. Tree Species Richness Benchmark. Native tree species richness is maintained when 
pre-and post-treatment levels are compared. 

 7. Ecologically Sensitive Areas Benchmark. Sensitive areas such as rare upland forest 
communities and forest wetlands are properly buffered.

 8. Non-native Invasive Tree & Shrub Species Benchmark. Invasive tree and shrub species 
are absent.

 9. Small Woody Debris Benchmark. All leaves, needles, and tree limbs less than 3 inches 
in diameter are left in or close to the place where they were felled. 

 10. Legacy Tree Benchmark. There are a minimum of  three vigorous and wind-firm legacy 
trees per acre measuring more than 19 inches diameter at breast height (DBH). 

 11. Snag & Cavity Trees Benchmark. There are a minimum of  four large, secure cavity or 
snag trees per acre with one exceeding 21 inches diameter at breast height (DBH) and 
four exceeding 15 inches DBH.

 12. Large Downed Wood Benchmark. There are a minimum of  four downed trees or 
16+ foot long logs per acre on average, with one exceeding 21 inches DBH and four 
exceeding 15 inches DBH.

How Does Your Forest Measure Up?
 Town Forest Health Check Benchmarks of Forest Health
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“I see this as a tool to empower citizens to make 
their own judgments about forest health,” says 
Brynn. “It’s a means to instill what Aldo Leopold 
described as ‘intense consciousness of  land.’” 
Brynn stresses that there are many ways to use the 
Town Forest Health Check. “A community can use it 
to evaluate their entire town forest or just one area 
within that forest. They can randomly sample sites 
in the forest, or focus on problem areas, gather 
data alone or in groups – whatever fits their aims, 
interests, and time constraints.” 

However they use the Health Check, what matters 
to Brynn is that they’re out in their local forest, 
appreciating some of  the important elements 
required to maintain forest health and learning 
to recognize the presence or absence of  health in 
their forest. 

The Town Forest Health Check has applications 
that extend beyond town forests, both for indi-
vidual landowners and for schools. Most Vermont 
towns have their own community school, and 
many of  those towns also have their own commu-
nity forest. The Town Forest Health Check offers a 
means for students to contribute real and meaning-
ful data about their town forest to their commu-
nity through hands-on fieldwork.

While town forests represent less than 2 percent 
of  Vermont’s forested landscape, they offer a 
disproportionately large potential for shifting 
public awareness of  and involvement in forest 
health.

“It isn’t about acreage,” says Brynn, when 
describing his reason for creating the Town Forest 

Health Check. “It’s about proximity to local. It’s 
about connecting with the forest and with the 
neighbors. It’s about paying attention to and cele-
brating the place we live in.”

You can download a copy of  the 50-page Town 
Forest Health Check guidebook from the Vermont 
Family Forests website, www.familyforests.org. Or 

stop by the Vermont Family Forests office in Bristol 
to pick up a hard copy of  the guidebook, plus the 
Health Check Toolkit (with Vermont Family Forests 
cruising stick, protractor clinometer, crown densi-
ometer grid, tally sheets, and more) for $30 while 
supplies last. •

Health Check, continued from page 15

Vermont Family Forests Director David Brynn, left, coaches resident Jim Runcie in measuring and assessing trees in the Starksboro 
Town Forest. JONATHAN CORCORAN
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In middle March, he walks the upper pasture, stumbling under the weight 
of  a pair of  five-gallon buckets sloshing sap. The ground is nearly bare; the 

winter past was a feeble, fleeting thing, almost dreamlike in its rapid pass-
ing. Did it really happen? Was he really there? 
Why, he got the plow truck stuck only once, 
and two full rows of  firewood remain in the 
shed. He’ll be glad for them come fall. 

A gallon of  sap weighs eight pounds and he 
carries ten of  them (or maybe nine; he’s lost 
some over the bucket rims). Seventy, eighty 
pounds. Not so much, but the far taps are a 
quarter mile down the field, hung from the 
old maples that define the border between his land and Melvin’s. Big, grace-
ful trees, overseers of  decades and generations. He thinks of  all the cows that 
have loafed in their shade. He thinks of  all the storms they’ve survived, all the 
haying seasons they’ve known. The horse-drawn mowers, then the old Fords 
and Masseys, and now Melvin’s big Cat that can lay down the entire field in an 
afternoon. And every year, he takes their sap. It humbles him to consider all 
they have seen and all he has taken from them, as if  these somehow juxtapose 
each other in a way that makes him unworthy of  their gift. He is suddenly glad 
for the toil of  it all: The trudging through the late-February snowpack to drill 
and tap and hang, and now the daily shoulder-burning haul up the field to the 
small evaporator, where they’ll boil down to the sweet essence of  it all. 

Halfway there. He stops at another tree, but of  course his buckets are too 
full. He’ll have to come back. Down in the valley, he hears the distant whine 
of  a two-stroke engine, either an end-of-season snowmobile run along some 
shaded ribbon of  snow or an early-season dirt bike. He hears the change in 
tone as gears shift. Dirt bike. It fades into the distance and now he can hear the 
high-pitched bleating of  the lambs in the barn and he knows they are running 

to-and-fro, energized by the warmth and sun and perhaps some instinctual 
knowledge that soon they will be turned out to the season’s first tender shoots. 

This spring has felt more relaxed to him than usual. He’s not sure why; 
maybe it’s because the winter was so mild. 
Or maybe it’s simply because he’s gained 
another year of  perspective, another 12 
months in which to consider that things will 
unfold as they unfold. To be able to work 
and live amongst his family and farm for 
another year is an honor so great it leaves 
him almost breathless, and he’s come to 
feel as if  he owes something to that honor. 

He’s not sure what, exactly, but to approach it with as much equanimity as he 
can muster seems a good place to start. 

He heaves the buckets off  the ground and resumes his slow walk home. • 

The Greenneck: Spring Musings

Big, graceful trees, overseers of decades and 

generations. It humbles him to consider all they 

have seen, and all he has taken from them.
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Surface Water, continued from page 1
Basically, we all own the water, yet no one owns 
it individually. Most of  the United States uses the 
same Public Trust Doctrine. 

Another important concept is economic rent. 
Economic rent, in its most basic form, is unearned 
economic profit. Usually associated with land, 
economic rent can also be applied to other 
resources where use leads to unearned profits. 
The interesting quality of  charging economic rent 
is that it doesn’t negatively impact the consumer 
or the producer. The producer is a price-taker 
and cannot increase the price, thus protecting 
the consumer. Furthermore, economic rent is 
the additional unearned profit above a reasonable 
return to investment, maintaining a profit for the 
producer. Another way to understand economic 
rent is any payment above the reservation price of  
the producer.4 

A truly efficient state revenue system would 
capture economic rent without impacting the 
profitability of  Vermont’s surface water indus-
tries. Many economists see the capture of  rent 
as an essential element in an equitable economic 
system. “Only then will we achieve real justice and 
start to repair the damage wrought by this age-old 
violation of  our elementary right of  equal access 
to our common heritage” (O’Brien, 2000:5). The 
challenge is how to effectively capture rent in an 
efficient manner. 

Hydroelectric: generating electricity and 
revenue

Hydroelectric power generation is an industry that 
benefits greatly from its ability to collect economic 
rent. Vermont hydropower currently has a capac-
ity of  578.5 megawatts (MW). This is close to the 
generating capacity of  Vermont Yankee, which 
provides one-third of  Vermont’s energy, whereas 
in-state hydro only provides Vermont with 9 
percent of  its power5. Therefore, the majority of  
Vermont’s hydroelectric power is sold out-of-state, 
another example of  how Vermont is exploited for 

its resources. Total hydro sales generated roughly 
$165 million in revenue in 2005. This value can be 
partially attributed to the river itself, indicating the 
presence of  substantial rent collection. 

In addition, TransCanada Corporation was 
able to repay its $500 million investment on eight 
dams, at an annual revenue rate of  $150 million, 
in a mere three-and-a-half  years. The only way 
these dams were able to generate such large 
amounts of  revenue was their ability to collect 
rent from a public resource. Hydroelectric dams 
are investments with relatively large fixed costs 
(initial payments) and relatively small operational 
costs. Hence, after the infrastructure investment 
has been paid off, the owner enjoys large profits 
and small costs. The state has a responsibility to 
collect excess profits and give them to the people 
of  Vermont. Although it is difficult to estimate an 
appropriate rent percentage, 10 percent of  hydro-
electric revenue would total $16.5 million. There 
are different theories on the best way to collect 
economic rent on hydroelectric generation. 

Entropy
Economist Mason Gaffney (University of  
California/Riverside) says that to understand the 
“consumption” or “use” of  water we must think 
in terms of  entropy. Although entropy is a concept 
that can be used in many different contexts, 
economic entropy essentially means that “use” 
will lead to higher entropy and less efficiency. 
Water, for example, begins as clean water at high 

elevations. The more it is used, the less energy it 
possesses and the more dirty it gets. Certain uses 
naturally lead to the degradation or the increase of  
the entropy of  water more than others. 

When we consider water in the context of  
entropy we must think about it in two ways. 
First we have the more traditional concept of  the 
decrease of  available free energy: as water moves 
from mountaintops to the sea, its potential for 
generating energy from gravity diminishes. 
Second, we must consider the degradation in 
water quality as it is used. In practice, one could 
rent the free energy in water by establishing a 
generating fee on all hydroelectric dams. This fee 
could be adjusted to capture only the economic 
rent without impacting profitability. Yet, hydro-
electric producers would need to accurately 
report their cost structures in order to determine 
this fee rate. Currently, Transcanada is a private 
corporation selling to other private corpora-
tions, thus it is not required to publicly report its 
costs. Passing legislation that would force hydro-
electric companies to report their revenues and 
costs would be an important step in effective rent 
collection. 

Another step is to establish fees on the impact 
of  ecosystem alteration and degradation that the 
dams are causing. Clearly each dam would need to 
be assessed on its impacts on surrounding ecosys-
tems and water quality. Another way to assess 
these fees is to determine the opportunity cost 
of  using that section of  the river for hydro. The 
opportunity cost of  water use would be the next-
best use for that water. In Vermont, this would 
likely be the value of  a healthier ecosystem and 
the economic benefit of  not having a dam in any 
given location. 

Small dams
Although the large dams of  Transcanada generate 
profit, many of  Vermont’s smaller dams provide 
electricity at the cost of  production. Furthermore, 
many of  these dams may pay highly reduced prop-

The Public Trust Doctrine  

declares the state as the trustee  

of Vermont’s surface water.  

Bob can own the land around a pond,  

but we all own the water.
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erty taxes to the local or state government, since 
the value of  these dams has fully depreciated. 
Current operational costs are low and no water-
use fee is charged because low energy prices are 
assumed to benefit the citizens of  the surrounding 
area. In this instance the consumers capture the 
economic rent because the price is less than the 
market price (on the New England grid). These 
small hydro facilities typically charge $.03-$.04 per 
kilowatt-hour (kWh), whereas the market price is 
usually around $.08. The difference in these prices 
is pure economic rent and is captured by those 
who consume the most energy in these towns 
or regions. The state could capture that rent by 
charging the market value for electricity. Part of  
this increase in price could go toward ecosystem 
restoration around the dams. 

These facilities should also pay the ecosystem-
alteration fee based on an opportunity cost struc-
ture. By charging the market price, an increase of  
$0.03/kWh, the state could generate as much as 
$6 million. 

Due to an abundance of  potential locations 
and increasing energy prices, hydroelectric power 
will become a vital source of  renewable energy in 
Vermont. The U.S. Geological Survey has deter-
mined potential hydro locations in Vermont with 
the capacity of  more than 400 megawatts. Today, 
this industry is in the hands of  private corpora-
tions while the electricity is sold out of  state. 
Reclaiming this public resource will benefit the 
citizens of  Vermont, regulate the industry, and 
allow Vermonters to determine their own energy 
future. The combination of  water-usage fees for 
large and small hydro would be $22.5 million.

Thermoelectric
The Vermont Yankee nuclear power plant with-
draws 153.5 billion gallons of  surface water annu-
ally from the Connecticut River, which amounts to 
82 percent of  the total surface-water withdrawals 
in the state. This is public water that is being used 
to generate private profit. The water is heated and 
degraded, thus allowing Vermont Yankee to inter-
nalize the benefits and externalize the costs. 

The state could charge a withdrawal fee based 
on the amount of  water used. Even a small with-
drawal fee would mean a large amount of  reve-
nue. For example, if  charged $0.05/1,000 gallons 
(about 2 percent of  the current wholesale water 
rate) Vermont Yankee would pay $7.6 million 
in annual withdrawal fees. A proportion of  this 
revenue could then be allocated to research the 
impacts on surrounding ecosystems from the 
massive quantities of  thermo-pollution affect-
ing the river daily. Currently, there isn’t sufficient 
information to understand the impacts of  this 
volume of  heated water reentering the water-
shed. Furthermore, this rent could displace some 
of  the taxes that Vermont Yankee is currently 
paying on its productive activities. In fact, this 

$7.6 million could completely offset the $7.2 
million in combined taxes Vermont Yankee paid 
in 2006. This would encourage the efficient use 
of  water while lowering taxes on productive 
investments. Vermont Yankee pays a discharge 
fee of  $27,500 for heated water it discharges into 
the Connecticut River. The State House recently 
voted to increase it to $210,000 per year, less than 
the $500,000 allowed by law. This is a minute frac-
tion of  the economic rent from use of  surface 
water.

The current tax structure for Vermont Yankee 
is based on short-term agreements that last for 
a couple years each. Many state and corporate 
resources are devoted to continually debating and 
reformatting this taxation system. Payment of  rent 
on water withdrawals would be a long-term agree-
ment based on ecological impacts and the use of  
a public resource. If  technology was implemented 
to decrease the impact on the ecosystem the rate 
could be lowered.6 

In 2000, about 52 percent of  fresh surface-water 
withdrawals in the U.S. were for thermoelectric-
power use. Establishing the right to charge rent 

continued on page 20

Yours, mine, and ours. The Public Trust Doctrine confers common ownership of surface waters to the people of Vermont, rather than individuals. These ducks, on a pond in Middlesex, would tell you it applies 
to them, as well. WILL LINDNER

The current tax structure for Vermont Yankee is based on short-term agreements that 

last for a couple years each. State and corporate resources are expended debating 

and reformatting this taxation system. Payment of rent on water withdrawals would be 

a long-term agreement based on ecological impacts and the use of a public resource.
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for this water use in Vermont would have serious 
implications for the rest of  the country. 

Public utility
With a market good, those who demand it most 
(demand is preference weighted by income) will 
purchase the good; hence it will be bought and 
sold efficiently. If  a common-pool resource7, such 
as drinking water, is sold at a market price, it 
will be “demanded” more by those with money. 
Therefore, those with the ability to pay will, effec-
tively, use the common resource more than others. 

The inequality in ability to pay for water is a 

market failure. In practice, all humans equally 
“demand” and “require” their first units of  water. 
Water traditionally has been a disproportionately 
consumed resource; per capita, low-income fami-
lies use more of  their water to drink, cook, wash, 
and clean, whereas families in higher income 
brackets use more water for activities such as 
gardening, irrigating lawns, pools, car washing, 
etc. Many of  these problems can be solved by a 
progressive fee on public water supply. A progres-
sive fee conserves water, meanwhile switching it to 
higher-value uses.

Another reason why payment for large amounts 
of  water use is beneficial to society is the law of  
Diminishing Marginal Utility. The basic princi-
pal is that the more of  a good someone uses, the 
less marginal utility they will derive from that 
use. For example, someone benefits greatly from 
his or her first cup of  water or first slice of  pizza. 
As the person continues to consume he becomes 
hydrated or satiated, and the marginal utility of  
subsequent cups or slices is diminished. So not only 
would a fee on large amounts of  water consump-
tion be paid by the wealthy, it would charge for 
water that is providing a relatively small amount 
of  utility or benefit to the user. Vermonters would 
be dissuaded from using large amounts of  water 
on their lawns and swimming pools, unless they 
were willing to pay a higher price. 

Structure
The following table is an example of  this increas-
ing price structure.

Table 1.1 Increasing Price Structure for Public Supply

1,000 gal
Base 
Price

Watershed 
Fee Rent Total

0-10 1.50 0.40 0.00 $ 1.90

10-40 3.00 0.40 0.50 $ 3.90

40-150 3.00 0.40 1.00 $ 4.40

150+ 3.00 0.40 3.00 $ 6.40

The average household in Vermont uses 50,000 
gallons of  water a year.8 The argument for charging 
less than cost for the first 10,000 gallons consumed 
is that the first units of  water are essential. This is a 
subsidy to those who can use less water. The price 
increases as each household uses more water. The 
rental fee goes toward subsidizing the small water 
users as well as into a public trust. An estimation 
of  the rent revenue is $639,000. 

Other uses
After thermoelectric and public water withdraw-
als there remains 24 million gallons/day used for 
other purposes. This is about 20 percent of  surface-

water withdrawals in the state. The majority of  
this water is used in various industries and fish 
aquaculture. These private withdrawals should be 
charged a fee as well. If  given the same $.05/1,000-
gallon rate, this would generate $438,000 annually. 
The additional cost would encourage water-inten-
sive industries in Vermont to be more efficient 
with their water use. 

Although this fee would be designed to benefit 
the common good, it would not cover the envi-
ronmental impacts of  these uses. This fee is by no 
means meant to compensate Vermonters for the 
destruction of  their ecosystems. Harmful uses of  
surface water should be fined at a level that makes 
polluting financially impossible. 

Conclusions:
Value of  Annual Rent Collection:
Hydro: $22,500,000
Thermoelectric: $7,600,000
Public Supply: $639,000 
Other Uses: $438,000
Total: $31,177,000

From these estimates, Vermont could capture 
$31,177,000 annually. Where this money should be 
allocated is debatable. Yet, there are many reasons 
for putting it into a common asset trust – a trust 
fund managed for the good of  all Vermonters and 
generated from the use of  common resources. 
The benefit of  creating a common asset trust 
would be the ability to manage the fund for its 
long-term success. State legislatures traditionally 
have trouble conserving funds due to their inter-
est in public funding and their lack of  financial 
experience. The model would be based on that 
of  the Alaska Permanent Fund, which has accu-
mulated $38 billion to date. Much of  this success 
has been Alaska’s ability to prevent the Legislature 
from spending this money. Vermont would have 
the option of  paying its citizens a portion of  the 
economic rent generated from public resources. 
This dividend would help Vermonters realize the 
value of  their state’s public resources, the idea 

being that if  each citizen individually benefits from 
their natural resources they will actively work to 
conserve them. 

This addresses an integral part of  reclaiming 
surface water in Vermont: the importance of  public 
perception. Our rivers and streams must be seen 
as the valuable and public resource that they are. 
If  you ask an Alaskan who owns the oil in Alaska, 
they will tell you that the people own it. If  you ask 
a Vermonter who owns the water going through a 
hydro dam, they will likely shrug their shoulders. 
This is likely due to the fact that Vermonters don’t 
understand the value or the potential value of  their 
surface water. The false assumptions are that indus-
tries’ consumptive use is good for the economy and 
that not charging for water use will promote indus-
try and make investment more attractive to the 
state. Yet, in practice this promotes inefficient use 
and allows windfall profits to leave the state. This is 
part of  a greater paradigm shift in which we must 
reclaim the commons. 

Historically, the focus of  the Public Trust 
Doctrine in Vermont has been to guarantee and 
define the terms of  public access to our surface 
water. Yet, we must distinguish between common 
access and common management. These two prin-
ciples are inherently in conflict, and their reconcili-
ation is vital to the future of  our state: •

Endnotes:
1 Water for thermoelectric power is used in generating electricity 

with steam-driven turbine generators.
2 Originally from English Common Law, the Public Trust 

Doctrine designates navigable waters to the public good.
3 Real property or realty is the property right to land and the 

structures and improvements on land
4 Daly, H. E., and Farley, J. C., 2004. Ecological economics: prin-

ciples and applications. Island Press, Washington, D.C.
5 Vermont Department of  Public Service. Utility Facts 2006. Aug. 

2007. Feb. 2008 <http://www.publicservice.vermont.gov>.
6 This is based on the principal that polluters are collecting rent. 

Tony O’Brien calculated that 7% ($10 Billion) of  Australia’s 
resource rent can be attributed to pollution, more specifically, 
emission and pollution fees paid by industry.

7 Surface water in Vermont can be considered a common-
property resource or a common-pool resource. A common-
pool resource is one that is difficult to prevent access and is 
subtractable (one’s use leaves less for others).

8 Champlain Water District Website. Water Rates. Retrieved 
3/12/08, http://www.cwd-h2o.org/budget.html
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Per capita, low-income families use more of their water to drink, cook, wash, and 

clean, while wealthier families use more water for swimming pools, gardening, and 

irrigating their lawns. Such inequities could be addressed by a progressive fee on 

public water supply.
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“The powers not delegated to the United States by the 
Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are 
reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” 

Tenth Amendment to the United States Constitution

Does the Tenth Amendments affirm a legal 
right for the states to secede? Perhaps. But 

not a legal right that can be asserted in a court of  
law. Courts divide the universe of  issues that come 
before them into two classes: justiciable and non-
justiciable questions. If  a question is determined 
to be non-justiciable, the court is without jurisdic-
tion. Whether the right to secede is affirmed under 
the Tenth Amendment falls into the second class, 
i.e. a non-justiciable issue. 

One of  the reasons that courts find that an 
issue is non-justiciable is that it is more properly 
decided properly decided by the legislative or 
executive branch of  government. The policy of  
courts to decline to adjudicate on such questions 
is called “the political question doctrine.” Political 
questions must be decided by the application of  
political power. In our system of  government – a 
republic – political questions are decided by the 

voters and their elected representatives. We don’t 
want, or need, an unelected judge to determine 
our sovereign rights. Those rights are determined 
by us: the people.

Legal process in our courts is ill-suited to resolv-
ing political questions. I have been a party to dinner-
table conversations where it is asserted that, because 
our federal government has repeatedly violated the 
Constitution by its relentless expansion of  power 
beyond constitutional limits, the states are no 
longer bound, either. The conversation proceeds to 
an analogy that the Constitution is like a contract, 
the contract being: we the states agreed to transfer 
power to the federal government, and in return, 
the federal government agreed to exercise only the 
powers expressly granted in the Constitution. 

This argument would fail in a court of  law 
for a very simple reason. There is no “contract.” 
The reason there is no contract is that the federal 
government has never agreed to be bound by the 
Constitution. 

Read that again. 
The federal government has never agreed to be 

bound by the Constitution. 
Only the states have.
How can the federal government be bound to a 

contract to which it has never assented? 
It may occur to you that, because our 

Constitution requires elected representatives to 
take an oath to support the Constitution, their 
methodical failure to do so gives rise to a legal 
cause of  action. No it doesn’t. The oath of  office 
is a condition precedent to taking office, meaning 
that the legal duty to support the Constitution 

doesn’t arise until they have taken office. Once 
a congressperson or senator is in office he/she 
enjoys constitutional immunity for any and all 
actions taken in pursuit of  legislative duties, even 
the enactment of  unconstitutional legislation. 
That is legal reasoning. And it is rightfully applied 
to contract disputes, but not to political disputes. 

The plain fact is, the Constitution is not a contract. 
It extends a political grant of  power. The power 
granted cannot be reclaimed by legal process. It 
can only be reclaimed by political process.

The rights reserved to the states under the Tenth 
Amendment will never be strengthened or clari-
fied by subjecting them to the legal process of  our 
court system. Political questions are not resolved 
by legal hairsplitting. We have seen our Supreme 
Court in a single stroke slice through decades of  
political inaction: Roe v. Wade and Brown v. Board 
of  Education. No matter how cherished the rights 
established by these decisions, our political process 
was short-circuited. The right of  privacy affirmed 
in Roe v. Wade can be wiped away by a single 
Supreme Court appointment. 

The rights we have secured through the politi-
cal process are more durable because they are 
not subject to the whim of  political appointees. 
They are an expression of  the will of  the people 
expressed through democratic processes.

Our state government is a structure that can be 
shaped by our politics. 

The State of  Vermont can challenge the rampant 
abuses of  the federal government 

The Tenth Amendment affirms this political 
right. •

Secession Briefs: For Independence, The Court Stops Short Jonathan Stevens

The federal government has never agreed to be  

bound by the Constitution. Only the states have.
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It’s time to act with great intention. There’s work 
aplenty to do in this weary world and people engaged in 
that work. Find those people.

Tim Bennett: “What A Way To Go:  
Life At The End of  Empire”

To everything there is a season, the biblical bard 
says. There is a time to sit and be, and there 

is a time to act. Personally, I could not live with-
out the balance of  sitting and listening alongside 
doing what I feel most called to do, and I encour-
age everyone in my world to incorporate a medi-
tation or mindfulness practice to complement the 
conscious work that fulfills their purpose.

As institutions crumble and the global economic 
meltdown worsens and morphs into irreversible 
collapse, many people feel lost and disoriented, 
especially if  they have lost jobs, healthcare, expe-
rienced foreclosure or bankruptcy, and of  course, 
if  they have lost the funds which they may have 
spent decades assuming would be there for them 
in retirement. The seemingly endless losses of  
collapse can be terrifying and paralyzing, and it is 
always easier to complain about the culture than 
to take action to empower oneself  and serve the 
rest of  the community of  life on this planet. It may 
also be tempting to assume that since collapse is 
inevitable and now moving along unstoppably 
with a life of  its own, there isn’t any point in exert-
ing any effort to alleviate the misery it is mani-
festing everywhere by compassionately serving 
others, even those who may know or care little 

about collapse. On one level, it is easier to just sit 
than to act. 

One Vermonter who does not embrace that 
perspective and who beautifully exemplifies 
empowerment and service is Kathleen Byrne, R.N., 
who works essentially two full-time jobs as a hospice 
nurse and as the proprietor of  a cheery boarding 
house and hostel in rural Vermont. Despite numer-
ous challenges in the past year, Kathleen has been 
able to thrive by working in two industries that not 
only pay the bills but feed her soul – namely, hospice 
care and hospitality. A former restaurant owner and 
gourmet chef, she offers housing but also serves up 
a sumptuous cuisine that enhances the feeling of  
home her guests already experience.

I can’t help but notice that the words hospitality 
and hospice come from the same root word having 
to do with kindness toward guests. For this reason, 
Kathleen’s two jobs complement each other, and 
she is the perfect person to perform and embellish 
both tasks.

Thank you, Kathleen, for your willingness to do this 
interview. Please tell our readers your thoughts on the 
current and worsening collapse of industrial civilization. 
How have you seen it playing out in the past two years, 
and where do you think it’s going to go, particularly in 
terms of its effects on healthcare and housing?

Kathleen Byrne: I saw The End of  Suburbia and expe-
rienced the catastrophe of  Katrina within weeks 
of  each other in 2005 and knew then that the 
dark times were upon us. I have not watched tell-
a-vision in over 15 years and so have been able 
to detox from the nightly news and American 
culture. Like a character in an apocalyptic novel, I 
gauge the level of  collapse we are experiencing by 

the news that people bring me from away – such as 
“Truth to Power’s” Daily News Digest.

This summer, two different sets of  environmen-
tal refugees came to the inn. Two Alabamans came 
to Vermont looking for property because “the 
summers are too hot in Alabama now.” A couple 
with a two year-old child stayed with me for a few 
days while looking for property here, fearful over 
the water supply in Boulder, Colorado.

This week, I received a call from a mental health 
counselor who wanted help for his 56-year-old 
client. The man had long been cared for by his 
father who was now a resident in a nursing home. 
The placement the counselor had found for the 
man was no longer suitable, and the only other 
option was a hotel or homeless shelter.

I have patients who are faced with the option 
of  buying food or medications. I don’t need to tell 
you how this will all play out. We have all read 
Grapes of  Wrath. Eventually, I will be inundated 
with the homeless and hungry.

As you know, I live in Boulder, and what we know for sure 
is that there is plenty of water here, for now; but what 
is alarming is the misuse of it and the possibility of 
millions more people moving to Colorado. There will 
be many communities across the nation and the world 
in which collapse will produce environmental refugees. 
So my next question is: Why do you think it’s important 
to take action in the world, even as everything around 
us seems to be collapsing?

KB: The answer to this question lies in my Catholic 
upbringing and the kindness of  my mother. The 
dictates of  those early years were to give back to 

Vermont Vox Populi:  “On Call” For Collapse: 
An Interview With Hancock, Vermont’s Kathleen Byrne Carolyn Baker 

continued on page 25

Kathleen Byrne’s Post-Oil Bed and Breakfast in Hancock. RICK GOTTESMAN
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those less fortunate, since we had been given so 
much. I am grateful to my father who emphasized 
the importance of  education, 
my mother who taught me to 
read before I started kinder-
garten and showed me by 
example to be kind and loving, 
and the many others I have 
met in countless books who 
have reinforced the values of  
hard work and purpose. My 
favorites are Howard Zinn, Pema Chodron, and 
Joseph Campbell. How could I not absorb all this 
and be grateful and lovingly give back?

A miracle occurred on December 17th, my 
64th birthday, to underscore this. I celebrated by 
listening to the Beatles famous song “When I’m 
64” and was flooded with emotions as I remem-
bered what life was like in the ‘60s in our coun-
try and for me as a young woman. Life seemed 
simple then, but I was unformed and unfulfilled 
and had not yet traveled the path to adulthood. 
Later in the dark of  my birthday night, a former 
boarder came in out of  the Vermont cold, a home-
less 68-year-old with a limp. I asked no questions 
and welcomed him into the warmth of  the inn, 
making sure he had eaten recently. Robert Frost 
said, “Home is the place where when you have to 
go there, they have to take you in.” By trusting 
me and returning, this man gave me the birth-
day present that clarified my life’s purpose. I am 
reminded of  the stories of  countless hobos on the 
byways during the (other) Great Depression who 

drew the smiling-cat logo in chalk on the side-
walk of  the house of  the kind-hearted woman. I 
aspire to be her.

Tell us about your work as a hospice care nurse. What 
makes it so enlivening and enriching for you personally? 
How do you feel you are making a difference in a 
collapsing world?

KB: In 1971, I was a VISTA Volunteer assigned to 
a Community Action Agency in Anadarko, Okla-
homa. It was there that I saw an Indian child with 
fetal alcohol syndrome, a result of  the rampant 
alcohol abuse among the Indian population. That 
one shocking moment directed my rather drifting 
‘60s life to nursing school to “make a contribution 
to the world.”

I had felt that this promise would never really 
come to fruition, but now, after 33 years in the 
profession, I have the job that allows me to fulfill 
this promise. I am a nurse for a home care-hospice 
agency in Vermont. I am privileged to care for 
people in their own homes with the mission of  
keeping them there safely. My life’s purpose of  
being of  service is fulfilled by every person I am 
privileged to care for: the Viet Nam vet with PTSD 
and a recent amputation; the 75-year-old Vermont 

farm woman with ovarian cancer; the oxygen-
dependent woman in a trailer park that lost power 
after a high wind storm. One morning at 4 a.m. I 

drove over a daunting Vermont 
mountain to help an elderly 
man living alone in the house 
in which he was born. He was 
in pain and had no one to call 
for help but the home health 
nurses. The essence of  nurs-
ing is to care for such an older 
man who is alone and in pain 

in the middle of  the night. These older Vermonters 
are stoics who are used to adversity – to the cold 
and snowy climate, rural isolation, and the 40-mile 
trip for supplies. These people are my teachers, my 
sisters, my brothers, my mothers. And so, let me 
not sit lifeless and unfulfilled when there is so much 
work to do. Let me contribute to my community 
of  patients bravely soldiering on, teaching all of  us 
so much.

Now please tell us about your management of the hostel/
boarding house you own. Has it been a profitable 
enterprise for you in the past year? How do you feel this 
work makes a difference? What has made it rewarding 
for you?

KB: The inn! Oh, my! A huge blessing, great fun, 
and a financial disaster all rolled into one! I think 
of  Loreena McKennitt, the Canadian vocalist and 
composer, who said in a commencement address 
at Laurier College in 2002 , “No matter how much 
you think you know what you want, life some-
times takes you by the scruff  of  the neck and 

Vermont Vox Populi, continued from page 23
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sidewalk of the house of the kind-hearted woman. I aspire to be her.
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offers you surprises and changes, other possibili-
ties and opportunities even in the heart of  disap-
pointments, and your talents and potential, your 
capacity to effect change, may lie in completely 
different areas from where you thought they were, 
and sometimes you need to go with this.”

And so, the inn that I bought in 2008 with the 
hopes of  it becoming an intentional community 
has become a boarding house and hostel where 
travelers and adventurers can find a good meal and 
a comfortable bed. The boarders get a furnished 
room and use of  the kitchen and dining and living 
rooms. There have been 12 of  them since March, 
some staying for two days and one for five months. 
There was a woman who left her husband and 
needed short-term, temporary shelter; a talented 
musician/botanist who works for the Forest 
Service; a writer/editor, and a student on his way 
to the Art Institute of  Chicago. Sometimes there 
are even guests, like the two sisters cycling from 
California.

This 2.5 acres of  permacultured land at the 
edge of  the Green Mountains and populated by 
my 16 chickens, eight cats and rabbit is not Earth 
Haven. It is, however, community to the 10 of  
us who live here, and we have become a family 
who cares for each other. A baby will be born in 
March, and there is a beautiful, sweet 15-year-old 
who is home-schooled. At a time in the history of  
the planet when we have peak oil, climate change, 
great unemployment and war, we have each 
other and gardens and the White River in our 
backyard and the beauty of  the Green Mountain 
National Forest, the wilderness that is the “undi-

luted work of  the Creator.” These people and this 
place have pushed me far beyond my boundaries 
and are keeping me young. And I have found my 
community.

You could be living a nice, quiet, isolated life in retirement, 
but you’re obviously not. Tell us why.

KB: I always say with a smile that Goddess looks 
out for stupid women like me, and She has surely 
saved me from my father’s retirement. My father 
retired financially secure to his bedroom where 
he sat for 25 years essentially going crazy from 
self-absorption. There I was, living in a house I 
had paid for with money in the bank collecting 
“social insecurity.” The next thing I knew, my 
loneliness and fear over collapse had propelled 
me to Vermont. Who knew that I would find the 
light and the dark you talk about, Carolyn – fun, 
tears, fulfillment, frustration; in other words, a 
great life.

As Pema Chodron says, “It’s not about getting 
to a place that’s really swell.” So I have been saved 
from myself, the self  that wanted safety and secu-
rity where things were really swell. My path now 
is very different from any darn thing I could have 
imagined! Let my life continue to make a differ-
ence to others. 

Let me fulfill my purpose on this dark and scary 
planet. Thank you, Carolyn, for inviting me to talk 
with you. •

Kathleen may be contacted at: kthlnbyrne@gmail.
com. 

Kathleen Byrne and feathered friend. RICK GOTTESMAN
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When Transition Town Montpelier organized 
an event around emergency prepared-

ness on the last Saturday in February, a storm 
had knocked out electricity for tens of  thousands 
of  Vermonters and for hundreds of  thousands in 
nearby states.

Yet the storm’s worst effects spared central 
Vermont, and the participants in Montpelier drove 
or biked on good roads and comfortably watched 
a slideshow in a warm church. One could say the 
weather had cooperated perfectly, issuing a clear 
warning that modern living is vulnerable, but 
causing no logistical problems for the gathering.

James Howard Kunstler’s The Long Emergency is 
the book that started me and many local friends 
thinking in a concentrated way about peak oil and 
how depleting oil reserves may soon unrecogniz-
ably change much of  what we take for granted. 
Transition Town Montpelier put on an all-day 
event to explore how the federal, state, and local 
emergency planning apparatus could be used to 
in the long emergency – and how to prepare for 
shorter, more routine emergencies.

The event featured Vermont Emergency 
Management Director Barbara Farr. When floods, 
ice storms, and hurricanes hit Vermont, Farr coor-
dinates the response and the clean-up. Otherwise, 
she’s busy preparing the state for future emergen-
cies. Farr has read The Long Emergency, and she’s 

preparing her own home for a long cut-off  from 
outside sources of  food, heat, electricity, and other 
basics.

Farr reminded us that authorities expect, for the 
first 72 hours of  an emergency, that you can take 
care of  yourself: eat and drink stored food and 
water, keep warm, use the toilet (flushing with 
more stored water), administer any medicines you 
need, and keep in contact with the outside world. 
She showed a “bag of  stuff ” representing her prep-
arations, from the high-tech (a radio/flashlight/
siren combo powered by a hand-crank dynamo) to 
the mundane (ample supplies of  toilet paper).

“I’m not suggesting you go out this afternoon 
and buy a whole bunch of  stuff  to put into your 
basement,” she said. “Do it over time. Buy stuff  
when it’s on sale. Just continuously build up your 
stock.”

For a medium- or long-term emergency, Farr 
emphasized each person’s adaptability, resilience, 
and resourcefulness. “How calm is your head? How 
much can you think it through and be prepared, 
not only for yourself  but your family members, 
your neighbors, any special needs groups?”

Ben Falk set up a hierarchy of  needs for an emer-
gency: Shelter, heat, water, food, medicine/care, 
light, community, communications, electricity, 
entertainment, and others. “Electricity and grid 
failure is certainly one problem we can plan on 

happening,” Falk said. “Electricity isn’t one of  our 
most basic needs. Fortunately. Because it’s easier 
to create a really reliable source of  shelter, water, 
food, than it is electricity. Only some can afford 
generators, and you can only store so much fuel.”

Falk also asked us to think about how not 
just natural disasters, but also abrupt economic 
declines, can trigger emergency situations. He 
argued that Argentina descended into an economic 
emergency in late 2001 from which it hasn’t 
emerged; in the U.S., the events of  September 11 
overshadowed the news from Argentina, so we 
didn’t hear much about it.

One of  the most repeated conclusions was the 
importance of  creating networks now. George 
Lisi of  Woodbury told of  how rescue workers 
during the response to Katrina worked much 
better together if  they’d known each other previ-
ously, even if  they’d only met at a picnic. Another 
participant suggested the slogan, “It’s 2010. Do 
you know who your neighbors are?”

Emergency planning loomed larger barely a 
decade ago. Then Y2K came and went with a 
whimper, not a bang. Y2K preparedness books can 
now be picked up for cheap on internet used-book 
sites. It’s not a bad idea to buy one or a few and 
follow their tips. Or just get Sharon Astyck’s new 
Independence Days, which has an up-to-date ratio-
nale for preparing. •

Transition Times:  Planning for the Long Emergency Carl Etnier
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The eminent philosopher Thomas Naylor 
has recently said that he believes the Tenth 

Amendment “state sovereignty” movement is 
“much ado about nothing,” a campaign whose 
chances of  success are “virtually nil.”

It takes presumption to dispute the opinion 
of  a man of  his stature, but I have to say that as 
I see it the sovereignty movement is an impor-
tant expression of  an attitude that has everything 
in common with those who are thinking about 
secession. As expressed in the more than 35 reso-
lutions that have been submitted to state legisla-
tures across the country, that attitude is a defiant 
resistance to the authority and interference of  
the American empire and a strong assertion of  
the right of  states to nullify certain federal laws 
and practices they don’t like, and to assert their 
sovereignty under the Tenth Amendment.

That’s pretty much what secessionists are 
saying. Of  course, secessionists go one step 
farther; their “sovereignty” really means what it 
says. But still, they are roughly similar in to the 
Tenth Amendment people, only more visionary 
and radical.

South Carolina recently became fifth state in 
which both houses of  the legislature (by four-to-
one margins) have passed sovereignty resolutions 
(in two other states, Alabama and Wyoming, the 
governors have also signed them). Let me quote 

from it a little to show you the kinds of  thinking 
these people are now expressing – in a land, mind 
you, where nothing like this has been asserted in 
180 years.

The South Carolina resolution begins, as 
lawmakers like to do, with a long series of  
“whereas”es containing a lot of  windy talk, but 
after a little throat-clearing it declares:

“Whereas, despite the clear limitations placed 
upon it by the United States Constitution, the 
federal government has steadily expanded 
its reach into the lives of  our citizens and, in 
so doing, violates the very principles upon 
which this nation was founded; and . . . 

“Whereas the federal government has spent 
trillions of  dollars of  borrowed money to run 
deficits, to bail out financial institutions, to 
prop up auto makers, and to keep afloat other 
private enterprises that were mismanaged, 
took unnecessary risks, or were unresponsive 
to market demands, thus amassing a debt that 
will loom over and burden our country for 
generations to come; and

“Whereas the federal government habitually 
responds to its annual budget shortfalls 
by burdening the states with unfunded 

mandates, shifting costs for programs to the 
states, limiting state flexibility, and interfering 
with state revenue systems, undermining 
the constitutionally created balance between 
federal and state government, and . . . 

“Whereas it is vitally important for the future 
of  our nation that the states stand against 
the relentless expansion of  the federal 
government and restore the proper balance 
to our federal system . . . .”

Well, you get the idea: they don’t like the 
empire and what it’s doing.

So what to do about it? 

“Be it resolved . . . that the state of  South 
Carolina, by this resolution, claims for the 
State of  South Carolina sovereignty under 
the Tenth Amendment over all powers not 
otherwise enumerated and granted to the 
federal government . . . 

“Be it further resolved that it is the policy of  
the State of  South Carolina that the Attorney 
General will challenge the constitutionality 
of  any provision enacted by the U.S. Congress 
that would violate any of  the policies 
established by this resolution . . . 

DISPERSIONS: Much Ado About Something Kirkpatrick Sale
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“Be it further resolved that . . . South 
Carolina, by this resolution, claims for the 
citizens of  South Carolina . . . freedom from 
all laws and mandates that violate the rights 
granted under the Second, Ninth, and Tenth 
Amendments to the U.S. Constitution;

“Be it further resolved that this resolution 
serves as notice and demand to the federal 
government, as South Carolina’s agent, to 
cease and desist immediately all mandates 
that are beyond the scope of  the federal 
government’s constitutionally delegated 
powers.”

This is, all in all, pretty strong stuff, particularly 
from a bunch of  people who have obviously been 
going along with federal laws and mandates they 
don’t like for quite a long time. It is not a seces-
sion resolution, true (and it should be noted that 
it is a resolution, not a law), but it is as clear an 
argument for nullification as has been heard since 

the venerable John Calhoun. 
And on this tide of  nullification it should be 

noted that five states so far have passed (and their 
governors signed) acts that can only be seen as 
assertions of  nullification and interposition. 
South Dakota, Wyoming, Utah, Montana, and 
Tennessee have declared that any federal laws 
affecting the manufacture and sale of  firearms 
and ammunition within their state borders will 
not be adhered to, and any outside forces attempt-
ing to enforce them (read Alcohol, Tobacco, and 
Firearms Bureau agents) will be arrested by state 
and local law officials and held for trial. Talk 
about interposition.

If  this is the kind of  thing that is now engag-
ing the legislatures of  70 percent of  the states of  
the United States – and all the sovereignty resolu-
tions are pretty much alike – it is a strong state-
ment that the majority of  America’s politicians at 
least realize that Washington has exerted unbear-

able power over the citizens and is planning more 
of  the same. And that the only hope for people to 
resist the onslaught is to declare sovereignty on 
the state level.

Well, it is true that the federal government is 
not likely to pay any attention to the sovereignty 
bills and resolutions, and so in that sense their 
chances of  success surely are “virtually nil.” At 
least at this point. But that doesn’t mean they are 
much ado about nothing. They are about some-
thing, something real, something deep in the 
body politic at this time, and it is the same thing 
that has energized the secession movement in the 
last six years: a revulsion with the empire and a 
determination to get out from under its corrupt 
and incompetent tyranny.

And it is not beyond possibility that when 
these legislatures find that the federals are ignor-
ing both the spirit and the letter of  these reso-
lutions they will understand that, if  such things 
are to have teeth, if  they are actually to provide 
state sovereignty, that will come about only with 
secession.

One hundred and fifty years ago this December, 
the people of  South Carolina, fed up with a long 
train of  abuses such as the current collection of  
“whereas”es delineates, voted “to dissolve the 
Union between the State of  South Carolina and 
other States united with her under the compact 
entitled ‘The Constitution of  the United States of  
America.’” 

If  those legislators are serious about what they 
are saying, they might start thinking of  doing the 
same thing again. •

The sovereignty resolutions are about 

the same thing that has energized the 

secession movement in the last six 

years: a revulsion with the empire and 

a determination to get out from under 

its corrupt and incompetent tyranny.
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