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I Work With Plants



I Don’t Have the Energy for That

• I don't have the energy to contribute to fixing every big, global problem 
individually, and I really don't have the energy to fix something with a 
solution that that I'm just going to have to come back and fix it again

• Most solutions to big challenges around climate and ecosystem collapse, 
food security, social equity and land start to unravel pretty quickly when 
subjected to questions about what the solution consumes, what waste it 
will produce, whether the costs of the system will fall on those with 
abundance or on those with scarcity, whether the solution has a limited 
lifespan and what happens at the end of that lifespan and whether it is a 
solution at all, or just a way for those of us in the top 10% to continue to 
enjoy the lifestyles we have become accustomed to, rather than solving the 
global scale challenges that they claim to be solving.



I’m Uncomfortable With a Lot of the Solutions

• When all of the solutions being offered don’t hold up to questions about 
whether they can be taken up by everyone effected, or where the harms 
they cause will end up, or if they even address the issue they claim to 
address, it can get pretty hopeless

• I found a few glimmers of possibility at a Living Soils Symposium in 2017
• And in a book called Plants Have So Much to Give Us, All We Have to Do Is 

Ask: Anishinaabe Botanical Teachings
• When you go looking for Indigenous knowledge, in a non-extractive 

mindset, you also come across a lot of things about colonial history and 
present that are pretty uncomfortable. And the solutions being offered? 
They start to look even worse.

• Frantic, sad, shocked, hopeless. 

https://livingsoilssymposium.ca/en/
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/plants-have-so-much-to-give-us-all-we-have-to-do


Looking For Better Solutions

• The amazing thing is that most of the people who have been 
subjected to the worst harms, and have received the least benefit 
from the existing system, have the most hopeful and grounded 
solutions to offer.

• Most of those solutions are community, grassroots and ecosystem 
based. They are deep green and non-economic, rather than bright 
green, with extractable profit margins

• These are some of the people and ideas that I have been working on 
learning from for the last few years.

https://acultivatedart.com/blog-1/decolonial-reading-list


Surprised to Be Asked 

• Different background than most speakers in this series

• Somewhat different perspective on what qualifies as worthwhile solutions

• Bill Rees’s talk in May pointed out a lot of the technical failings of many 
proposed solutions and why I’m not a proponent of many of them 

• The review of Bright Green Lies that was shared following his talk also 
covered a lot of the failings in the solutions being presented at high level 
policy, economic and business circles 

• I’ll touch on some of these for context but won’t dive into them in depth 
since they were already covered in this series.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YnEXEIp5vB8
https://www.resilience.org/stories/2021-05-10/bright-green-lies-review/


What Helped Me Decide to Give This Talk

https://www.clubofrome.org/impact-hubs/emerging-new-civilization/finding-a-way/


From the Post:

“In the story, there are 50 people in a lifeboat that can hold ten more people, 
but there are 100 people in the water. It would appear that approximately 90 
people will unfortunately be left to die so that any may survive. The project 
then becomes a collection of ‘difficult but necessary’ questions to justify how 
the remaining 10 people will be selected to survive.

• Who will choose who lives and who dies?

• What are the criteria for those choices?

• How will the ones who are on the boats be fed?

• Is cannibalism a possibility? (Really, this is one of the questions.)

• These. Are. Cold. Questions.”



A Lot of Cold Solutions

• A lot of cold questions and cold solutions to global ecosystem and 
climate collapse are on the table 

• A lot of the voices offering warm questions and solutions are being 
sidelined or ignored

• Other warm solutions are being pulled into cold thinking and applied 
in cold ways



Part of How We Got so Stuck in Cold Thinking

• We invented the box

• We decided that what happened in the box 
was more valid than anything that wouldn’t 
fit in the box

• We let things out of the box and expected 
them to behave the same way they did in 
the box

• We made use of the box in places that were 
not appropriate



We Are Still Doing This

Outsourcing harms (or, as Tyson Yunkaporta says, Outsourcing Decay)

• To people with less economic clout

• To places that are far away

• To non-human species 

• To the future

All of these eventually circle back on us and our descendants

• Every time we apologize for a historical wrong, I can’t help but think; 
yes, and what are we doing today that we’ll be apologizing for in the 
coming years and decades? 

https://www.harpercollins.ca/9780062975645/sand-talk/


‘Developed’ and ‘Developing’

• Cold thinking is one of the foundational aspects 
of colonization

• The myth of unending economic growth is 
founded on colonial expansion

• When we ran out of ‘new’ land to colonize and 
easily extract the accumulated ecological, 
human and social wealth from, we shifted to 
consuming the ecological capacity of the future.

• Engorged and recovering countries / economies

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/214073/columbus-and-other-cannibals-by-jack-d-forbes-foreword-by-derrick-jensen/


Cold Solutions

• Primarily focussed on the survival and comfort of those already in the 
lifeboat

• Extracting yet more from the land, causing ‘just a little more’ harm to 
communities and ecosystems so that those of us who already have more 
than 90% of the people in the world can carry on with the lives that we are 
accustomed to.

• Slowing the consumption rate just enough that the remaining ecosystems 
will last us the rest of our personal lives

• Pushing the costs a bit further into the future

• Most ‘bright green’ solutions are as flawed and contradictory as most 
climate change denial publications



Cold Co-opting of Warm Solutions

• Taking local and Indigenous understanding of the capacities and gifts of a 
landscape or ecosystem and using that information to further exploit land 
and ecosystems

• An example of this is urban farming, which comes from an effort to place 
the plants we rely on and the people who can care for them close together, 
a model that was intentionally broken to allow for both the 
commodification of human labour and of food. (It is hard to extract 
shareholder profits from someone growing and eating their own food)

• Somehow the image that is being promoted of urban farming has become 
one of automated sterile metal boxes, filled with carefully managed 
chemical solutions and artificial light, with little or no discussion of where 
the chemicals, the energy and the materials for the structures are sourced.

https://medium.com/@siwook.hwang/dangers-of-scarcity-axiom-c33de912778c


Most warm solutions center healing damaged 
human and ecosystem relationships
• Community has been displaced by economy. Warm solutions move 

away from economic models and toward relationship and community 
centered models 

• Aegroecology (Regenerative agriculture and Permaculture)

• Indigenous Stewardship

• The history of removing humans from land is a very long one

• When climate and ecosystem proposed solutions center restoring 
community and land relationships they are often dismissed 

https://viacampesina.org/en/who-are-we/regions/north-america/
https://news.ubc.ca/2019/07/31/biodiversity-highest-on-indigenous-managed-lands/


Moving in the Wrong Direction

Western Science + Indigenous Knowledge 

= Cold solutions

Indigenous thinking + Scientific data

= Warm solutions



The Close Problems

• When we talk about the 
changes needed, how does 
that relate to our own life?

• Are we only looking at the 
problems that require change 
of others?

• Household is only a small 
fraction of our footprint

• Work 

• Investments



The Green Industry isn’t Green

• We remove native vegetation, even native rock and soil, and replace it with more 
familiar or tractable species and materials. Materials that are extracted from land 
and ecosystems and plants that are grown in high energy, high waste ways.

• We compose spaces that are pleasing to a culturally instilled appreciation of 
order and predictability. (They fit inside our social norm boxes)

• We select plant compositions for appeal to human centered aesthetics rather 
than for ecological role. –Most landscapes do very little to support ecosystem 
health

• We mow and trim and manicure, to keep the landscape in a state of stasis rather 
than progression.

• We rake away the leaves and stems that cover the ground and feed the soil and 
lay down decorative mulch in their place. Mulch that is extracted from forests.

Adapted from this post

https://acultivatedart.com/blog-1/decolonizing-horticulture


The Urban Landscape is Not a Neutral Place

• Over half of the Indigenous people within Canada live in urban 
communities and most have little or no access to land and greenspaces.

• Food insecurity is rampant within Canada and particularly affects racialized 
communities, the majority of whom do not have access to land to grow 
food for themselves, or to grow and sell food within the community.

• The broad displacement of native plant species has widely recognized 
ecological impacts, especially for pollinator populations. Their 
displacement also has cultural implications for the Indigenous Peoples who 
have lived in relationship with those species for millennia.

• The resources consumed in our projects are sourced somewhere. Learning 
about their sourcing and lifecycles can allow us to influence landscapes 
beyond the boundaries of our project sites.

Adapted from this post

https://organiclandcare.ca/equity


And That is Just in the Urban Landscape

• The challenges we face are extensive and multifaceted

• But they share the same root thinking

• I don’t have the energy to tackle challenges one by one. No one does, 
so what do we do?



If we Know Our Current System is Broken, 
Why do we Refuse to Change It?
• Because we have lost, or buried, our belief that we are connected to the 

rest of life and need that life to thrive if we are to thrive

• Because we have lost most of the skills that we need to get by without 
consuming everything

• We have lost the ‘Primitive’ knowledge systems that much more closely 
map to reality than modern technological solutions and economic models.      
-The mental capacity for complex understanding of complex systems within 
a limited geography or ecosystem and community has been soaked up by 
being immersed in large group of humans, business, entertainment etc. 
(See Bill Rees’s presentation for more on this concept)

• We have forgotten how to swim, so any solution that requires to get wet is 
dismissed as unworkable

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YnEXEIp5vB8


How to Not Consume Everything

• Very often ecosystem harms are attributed to humans as a species. 
This can make it difficult to imagine a world where humans and other 
life exist in mutual abundance.

• Indigenous systems that I’m familiar with place the responsibility for 
the care of the world in the center of the human story

• Learning from the teachings being offered by those who recall, or are 
still connected with, their Indigenous roots and from our own cultural 
and family roots



The Smallest Possible Shift

• Whether you look to the fractal pattern approach to change 
described by adrienne maree brown in Emergent Strategy, or the 
seven fires prophecy as described by Rowen White in the new edition 
of Braiding Sweetgrass, or the guidance on reconnecting with our 
own stories offered by Martín Prechtel in The Unlikely Peace at 
Cuchumaquic, we can only create new big patterns if we create new 
small patterns first.

• Where can we interrupt the existing small patterns that are the 
foundation of the big problems we are facing?

• Where can we learn patterns that don’t lead us right back to the 
same problems?

https://www.akpress.org/emergentstrategy.html
https://milkweed.org/book/braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/214673/the-unlikely-peace-at-cuchumaquic-by-martin-prechtel/9781583943601


Change the Shape of Our Thinking

• We all have Indigenous roots somewhere

• Listen to the teachers who are working on reminding us of this

• Practice 

• Don’t hurry, deep pattern change is slow. If we rush, it won’t take

• Consider the words we use to shape our world and speak with care

• Leave space for grief, we all have histories of trauma when it comes to 
connection to land and ecosystems. Our actions are still being shaped 
by our avoidance of this grief

Recommended reading list

https://acultivatedart.com/blog-1/decolonial-reading-list


Stop Hiding the Harm

• This is a really big one. 

• When we buy into the narrative that we are doing no harm, we allow 
the harm that takes place out of sight to run unchecked, as long as 
what comes to us from that out-of-sight harm is something that we 
benefit from.

• From the land we live on to the clothes we wear to the food we eat to 
the ways we move around, the exploitation that is out of sight doesn’t 
feel connected to the day to day choices we make.

• Identify the harms, clearly communicate them when considering the 
costs, bring them into the light, allow them to influence our choices 
and actions.



Listen to the Swimmers

• The brightest, most creative ideas, rooted in saving and caring for 
those who are the closest to drowning, are coming from people 
outside of the comfort of the lifeboat (yacht, we really can’t call being 
in the global top 10% a lifeboat). 

• Almost all solutions that aren’t immediately dismissed as fanciful, 
naive or preposterous are not solutions that center the recovery and 
stabilization of global climate and ecosystems, they are schemes to 
continue the growth centered economic model and the current social 
status quo for as long as possible before we are presented with the 
bill for consuming more than the biosphere can provide.



The Basics:

• Always choose the solution that increases, rather than decreases 
equity and biodiversity

• Always choose the solution that supports the continuing of life. It is 
amazing how many solutions fail to meet this  simple criteria.             
(Continuing of the economy ≠ continuing of life)

• Always consider the costs that are skimmed over or are hidden from 
sight. –Solutions that shift the harms from one collapsing system to 
another system that will eventually collapse under their weight aren’t 
solutions, they are just another layer of colonial consumption

• Don’t accept, ‘well work that out later, we need to implement this 
now’ when a future harm is identified



Society Scale Change

• People won’t commit to societal change unless they can see how they can 
be part of the resulting society. People will commit if they see themselves 
as a vital part of the change.

• In a culture where we are terrified of getting wet, simply suggesting that 
we need to jump in the ocean and learn to swim gets you ignored by those 
in the lifeboat. Learning to swim and then sharing the story of learning to 
swim and offering lessons to those who are also through with living in a 
comfy yacht while others drown can be a way to help get around this.

• The actions, systems and institutions that have gotten us to this place all 
share a lot of patterns of thinking. We made them, we can change them. 
But we’ll only make the big changes, and stick with them, if we shift the 
thinking patterns that got us to this place.

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-unbearable-whiteness-of-climate-anxiety


Where I’m Applying this Thinking in My Work

And with the Land Care Collective, a new not-for-profit still in the incubation stage 

https://organiclandcare.ca/equity
https://acultivatedart.com/learning-land-care
https://organiclandcare.ca/land_care_community


Additional Resources

• The SOUL speaker series on The Role of Horticulture in Cultivating 
Social and Land Equity

• A reading list for shifting from boxy to system thinking

• Support a project that is working on land and community health 

https://organiclandcare.ca/equity
https://acultivatedart.com/blog-1/decolonial-reading-list
https://ie.gofundme.com/f/help-grow-good-fortune-farmstead

