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Good afternoon. | am very happy to be here today to speak to a
group that | have known for a long time. | was on the board of the
CEC back in the 1970s, and it warms my heart to be back before you
today to talk about the current political and financial storm and the
future of environmental thinking.

My perspective has many years behind it. | started working on
environmental issues here in Houston in 1972 when | came to
graduate school at Rice, a newly licensed attorney interested in
becoming an environmental lawyer. When | arrived, | met a lady
named Terry Hershey who got me and my wife Garland involved with
Houston Audubon and eventually CEC. During that time, the CEC
held the first conference on Galveston Bay from an environmental
perspective, with field trips led by Victor Emmanuel and Dr. H.C.
Clark and many others, a meeting that | would mark as eventually
leading to the formation of the Galveston Bay Foundation of which |
was founding chairman.

Since that time, | have been associated with many groups and many
activities that give me a somewhat unique perspective on where we
are these days from an environmental standpoint. And let me add
that while | agree that there are some serious stressors today, | also
think we are in a great position to move forward and to achieve our
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goals, but we are going to have make some changes to achieve
those goals in my opinion.

First, | want to say that many of the problems that were paramount
when | was beginning as an environmental lawyer have been
addressed to a great extent. Our rivers are no longer catching on fire.
There are now fish in the Houston Ship Channel. Buffalo Bayou does
not routinely receive the direct discharge of raw sewage. The worst
of our urban air pollution has been largely addressed although fence
line issues remain. Hazardous waste is no longer discarded in open
pits and along back fences as | witnessed back in the day. We have
stopped the worst of groundwater subsidence in the Houston
Galveston area that led to the Brownwood subdivision in Baytown
sinking into Galveston Bay around when | came to Houston. We
have conserved large acreages of important ecosystems. DDT,
dieldrin and numerous other chlorinated hydrocarbons are banned,
at least in the U.S., and we now have brown pelicans back on the
Texas coast, an event | can remember.

So we all should feel proud with what has been achieved. We have
succeeded and will continue to succeed in the first phase of the
environmental movement, and although challenges like PFASs and
plastics remain, we have been incredibly successful so far.

However, today we are in the next phase of the environmental
movement — the phase where we must change our economic
structure to address the problems of climate and plastics and more
generally living on the Earth. This is not the old battle, but a new one,
and for this, we need a new awakening, a new reality, a new
approach. This is perhaps the greatest of the current stressors,



although not necessarily what some of you may be focused upon.
We are fighting a new battle with old tools and old thinking and that
needs to change in my opinion.

From a global perspective, climate change is the immediate short-
term issue, but the larger issue is that our economic system is out of
sync with the Earth’s system. Humans are at a pointin our evolution

where we both must and can look at the Earth in a different light. So
to begin, | want to talk about the Earth.

Figure 1. Earth Rise by William Anders from space.

Rene’ Descartes became famous as a philosopher with the simple
statement “| think, therefore | am”. Self-realization. My realization is
“The Earth Is, therefore | am. Without the Earth, | am not.” This
simple truth should be our guide, our beacon and not an
assumption which is what it currently is by the bulk of humanity. Our



larger collective treats the Earth as a neglected other — an assumed
other — an abused other. That must change.

The Earth has evolved over some 4.5 billion years to become a place
hospitable to human life, the modern form of which emerged about
50 to 65 million years ago. The Earth has evolved to its current state
with rules, with principles that we humans have long ignored for
many reasons. The time forignorance is past. We are now living —
as Dr. Herman Daly would say - in a world full of humans and we
must change and adapt to the full world and to Earth rules. Aldo
Leopold spoke of this need for a different ethic regarding human life
on Earth as an ecological necessity and an evolutionary possibility.
And thatis what we are engaged in —realizing an evolutionary
possibility that is ecologically necessary.

Generally, we must mimic Earth systems with our human systems,
and that means getting in sync with the natural systems — the carbon
cycle, the hydrologic cycle, the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles.
And that means understanding nature’s ecological cycles, the
migration of birds and mammals and fish on the land and in the sea,
adapting human life and settlements to these Earth rhythms. That s
the large vision — an Earth vision that we all should embrace
emphatically.

And along these lines, we must speak honestly about how we
humans have become out of sync with the Earth and what we must
do to get back into sync with Earth cycles and systems. And here,
we have the larger issue of the linear, disposable economy - the
take, make, use and discard society of today — a system out of sync
with Earth rules, and in its place, we must establish the circular



economy of the future — the take, make, use, reuse, recycle, remake
circular society of tomorrow.

The second step is to address climate change, and we must do it in
two ways. First, our climate has already changed and will change
more before we get this problem under control. | am convinced we
can reverse the worst effects over a hundred or so years, but this will
mark a major transition toward the circular economy — one where
avoid, minimize and mitigate become the watchwords.

The second piece of step 2 is attempting to address the changes
that have occurred and/or will occur. We know sea level will rise
before we make sufficient adjustments, We know that the rainfall
rate for both a few hours and for a day and for several days will
increase as we have seen in Houston with Allison and Harvey and
Imelda. We know that droughts which are already bad will become
worse. And we know that it will become hotter.

At this stage, | want to discuss the old phrase “think global and act
local”. None of us are in control of all or even many of the elements
that must ultimately be controlled to address these issues. Still,
each of us must find a pathway to act locally to — in our own way —
address these issues. We must not hide from these issues. We
must not fear them, for fear empowers others. What we must do is
act smartly and affirmatively, positively not negatively, openly, not
covertly. Thisis not a time for passive — aggressive but rather clear,
simple, positive action.

It has been mentioned to me that there is great concern about the
impacts of the Trump Administration among those of you out there
today, and | certainly get it. Money has been cut off from some of the
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most important environmental activities that | have supported and
continue to support. The federal governmentis no longer an ally but
an opposition force. However, today it matters much less than in the
pastin ways that | will describe.

It is, however, important to keep in mind that they won the election.
They connected with a majority of the voters, a fact that we should
not lose sight of. The major question to my mind is how long they will
delay the inevitable, and they are trying as hard as they can to do
that with the hope that they can prevent change. But this change is
already occurring; they will not prevent the transitions that are
coming but will make our jobs harder.

There is no doubt that funding is being seriously affected. The
immediate response is to look to philanthropy, but there is only so
much that they can do. We must find new sources, new allies, and
I’ll get to that. But perhaps most importantly, we need to find a path
back to the common person who | am afraid we have lost over the
last 50 years. | don’t believe we have read the room, and for groups
to survive, they need support beyond the core constituency of true
believers.

The attacks by the administration against climate and equity and
sustainability remind me of the initial wave of the Tea Party which
emerged here in Texas in the 2010 to 2012 timeframe. But during
this same time, | represented many Tea Party members - landowners
who were genuinely concerned about their property rights. | sued on
their behalf to protect the land that they loved. We were strange
bedfellows; they from the right, me an environmentalist lawyer but
we came together to work for common goals. And the truth of the



matter is that we have common goals with those we currently might
consider opposition forces. We simply have to define and find these
common goals and pursue them.

Affirmations. Positivity. Pluses are out there. They are before us, but
we often are unable or unwilling to find them. There are many
positives if we search for them, find them and act upon them. But
that takes conviction and that takes guts. It may mean disagreeing
with some of the more opinionated amongst our membership. It will
likely feel uncomfortable, and if this process is working, it should
feel uncomfortable. It will involve a certain amount of risk. But it will
work, particularly if we unite to achieve this.

Now, this is where it becomes interesting. Although the federal
government may no longer be our ally, there may be new allies in the
corporate world. While many of us were not looking, there has been
a quiet revolution in the corporate world. From the 1970s into the
1990s, | would never have thought that the corporate world would
be an ally. | have spent much of my career suing or opposing
corporations, but today | find myself in a different place. Through
these litigation interactions and through my teaching in sustainable
design, | have experienced this revolution in corporate thinking first
hand, and yes - | am convinced it is real.

This revolution began in 1988 when the National Wildlife Federation
published a book called the Toxic 500. It was based on reports
required under the Community Right to Know Act that required all
polluters to report the total amount of toxic pollution that they were
emitting. And all companies filled in the paperwork without much
thought, and then NWF filed a Freedom of Information Act request,



obtained access to all these files and put together the list of the
Toxic 500, and WOW -did that ever change the corporate world.
Suddenly there was a race not to be #1 on that list because stock
prices of the worst offenders were affected.

That was the beginning of a realization that environmental issues
were notjust ‘end of the pipe’ compliance costs but were becoming
strategic corporate issues — issues that could affect stock prices
and investment patterns — issues of importance at the board level.
And while many companies searched for ways to avoid and
obfuscate these issues, many others began to prepare corporate
disclosure documents on issues such as sustainability and climate.
And while many were slow, others led. And within this disclosure
was the reality that what was measured was and is being improved.

Today, almost every major company has a sustainability report or a
climate report or both. Consider taking some time and pick a few
companies at random and see what you can find in their corporate
reporting. | bet you will be surprised. Perhaps most importantly,
records are being kept, numbers are being disclosed, plans are
being prepared. And while many are moving slower than we might
wish, there is movement at scale - at the global, national and
regional scale - moreso than at any time in my memory — moreso
than at any time in history.

Consider Figure 2 below. This is a stairstep to the corporate future,
and every corporation in the world is somewhere on this chart.
Almost no corporation is still stuck in the black zone of business as
usual circa 2015. Most are engaged in a long-term process of
change as they reduce their carbon footprint and move to carbon



neutral products and carbon negative such as has been promised by
Microsoft. And the ultimate goalis the regenerative, circular
economy which will happen in the future.

Corporate Targets Regarding Carbon Strategies

Circular Economy

Restoring Energy, water
and maten:a" Cyc’es
Reducing
climate crisis Carbon Negative

Customers cause
zero-harm

.................. gt ennnnanansl

Operations
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Business as usual

Figure 2. Corporate stairsteps to the future. Graphic courtesy of Dr.
Henk Mooiweer.

Perhaps most interestingly, this movement has occurred outside of
the government in the United States. There is no legal requirement
for much of this reporting or for the changes. Instead, it is being
done because of a perception that keeping these records and acting
upon them will help the company make more money. And thatis a
goal we should all support. We should align environmental thinking
with money and cash flow. This is a strategy that will work.

Now, | have had some very negative reactions to suggesting a
philosophical alignment with money, but | promise you - if you can
convince a corporation that they can make money by undertaking



some environmental act —they will do it faster than you can imagine.
Nothing changes faster than a corporation in pursuit of money. Have
no doubt that they will challenge you and they will question you and
they should, but | believe that we have either the solutions or access
to the solutions that they need to make more money.

And along the lines of strange allies, consider the religious
community which is an untouched environmental resource. Some
of the most radical environmental thinking of the 215" Century so far
came from Pope Francis with his papal encyclical entitled “Laudato
Si’”, roughly translated as honoring God. And in this encyclical, the
Pope embraces climate action and action in defense of the poor and
those without power.

LAUDATO STI’

ON CARE FOR
OUR COMMON HOMI

POPE FRANCIS
&

ENCYCLICAL LETTER

Figure 3. Cover of Laudato Si’, a papal encyclical by Pope Francis.
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But perhaps more importantly, he interprets the Christian Trinity —
the father, the son and the holy spirit—in a marvelous way. In this
document, he says that the holy spirit pervades the Earth — thatitis
a facet of God. And frankly, from a religious point of view, it does not
get stronger than that. The divine is presentin the Earth — now that is
strong and also a revolutionary thought.

Sojust as there has been an amazing transition in corporate
thinking, there has also been an amazing transition in Christian
theology. This transition does not mean that all local churches have
accepted this dogma, but itis out there and has been adopted by
some very important participants like the Pope.

My concern is that those of us in the environmental movement have
neither recognized nor connected with these marvelous changes.
Have we acknowledged them? Do we even know about them?

These are just a few of the amazing transitions that are currently
occurring. Are we still burning hydrocarbons - yes we are. To the
question of “is it possible to make the transitions we need and still
use hydrocarbons”, | would answer yes, with a big BUT - such usage
must be accompanied by avoidance where possible, minimization
always and mitigation absolutely. And in fact, we will see
companies fighting to become carbon negative in the future. This
will happen - slower than many wish — but it will happen.

So for now, the question is — what can we do locally to work with
these trends? And on this level, | have many suggestions. Going
forward, | want to emphasize being positive. We can solve these
problems, but the environmental community cannot do this alone.
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We need allies. We need friends. We need partners. And we need
positivity.

First, | would suggest we not talk about ending hydrocarbons in the
near term. It’s not going to happen in the next five to ten years. Let’s
spend our time on actions where we can succeed. There is no need
to fall upon our swords day after day. This is a long-term game
within which all of society needs to succeed. It is not us versus
them. Itis all of us rowing this boat together. And to get there, we
must work with some with whom we are likely not comfortable.

Second, | ask you to think positively about jobs and job creation.
Think about all that we do in terms of both how it affects jobs and
how we can offer jobs. | will never forget when | was opposing the
construction of a $2 billion plastics facility when a young man who
was in construction came up to me and asked me “Mr. Blackburn,
why are you trying to destroy my job?”, and to this day, | remember
that conversation. It was an important moment for me. This is a real
concern to many people and we must be both aware and sensitive
to it.

So as we oppose bad projects — and some of us must and will for
bad thinking and bad projects will continue — we should do it with a
mind toward solving the problems about which we are concerned
rather than about simply winning. If we are concerned about water
pollution, propose a solution as you oppose. Frankly, itis easierto
win that way, particularly here in Texas, butitis also important from
a strategic standpoint. We stand for jobs - for people having work.
We should not disdain this concern —we should embrace it.
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Third, we should consider how to integrate optimistic thinking into
our actions —think globally, act locally. Each of us should know how
climate change is affecting our operations and talk about what we
are doing to address these challenges. And it should be prominent
on our web sites and our talks and our thinking.

On the coast, our sea levelis rising. Our marshes will be killed if we
don’t act to protect them. | urge that we should be talking about
these issues and talking about solutions such as living shorelines
and pushing companies to buy carbon credits associated with living
shoreline construction to address their carbon emissions. In this
way, we could save the wetlands of the Texas coast and prevent the
emission of carbon stored in the marshes that will be killed and
eroded away if we don’t collectively act.

Figure 4. Living shoreline example from BCarbon files.

Inland, | urge that we should be talking about how our floods will be
worsened going forward, how our 24-hour rainfall has increased,
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about how this will affect our rich communities as well as our poor.
And while the poor have not been treated equitably in the past, we
should be inclusive because none of us in the city, in the county, in
the state orin the nation are being treated equitably relative to
flooding or for that matter, relative to drought these days because of
climate change denial.

From a land conservation standpoint, we should be talking about
how successful the conservation movement has been to date —how
we have set aside 316 million federal acres and how we have added
another 61 million acres through conservation easements. And we
should be open to new ideas such as conservation of land through
carbon crediting concepts that can mitigate climate emissions and
also set aside huge new areas of land for long-term conservation.

By reaching out and being inclusive and positive about actions that
can make a difference, we can redefine the climate narrative and the
biodiversity narrative. We can make change happen starting in our
backyard. And there is no better place for that effort to be initiated
than here on the Texas coast.

Now, as to alliances both strategic and potentially financial, one
conceptwould be for every environmental group here in Houston to
become associated with one or more companies and one or more
churches to create partnerships to help both them and us meet our
goals. Here, corporations are likely much further along than are their
counterparts in the religious community, but they will all come along
eventually. But how could we do this?

In this regard, | will make a radical suggestion. What would you think
of the Citizen’s Environmental Coalition meeting and talking with the
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Houston Partnership to see if such corporate and environmental
alliances and partnerships would be possible — opportunities for
companies and environmental groups to work together, openly and
honestly — agreeing to disagree on certain issues at the beginning -
agreeing that each may be far apart on some issues and close
together on others — agreeing to disagree.

| think the Houston Partnership would agree to work with the CEC if
the CEC were willing and had your support. Similarly, | would
suggest that the CEC become an ambassador for environmental
groups interacting with the religious communities around town. It
would be great to see our groups that have lost federal support find
helping hands in the religious community which now has a mandate
to “keep the garden” and to act as stewards.

The bottom line is that we are in the midst of change — change that in
my opinion the environmental community has been slow to grasp,
embrace and capitalize upon. We are not alone, but we think we are.
Soin closing let me leave you with this.

Be positive.

Be open to change.

Identify what you are for.

Identify what you are doing about climate change.
Find someone with whom you can agree to disagree.
And think like the Earth.

And change will come like the progression from caterpillar to
butterfly — forged by evolution, beautifulin the end.
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Figure 5. Monarch life cycle by artist Isabelle Scurry Chapman.

With affection for all the good that all of you do. Thank you.
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