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THE OILWE EAT

Following the food chain back to Iraq
By Richard Manning

The secret of great wealth with no obvious source is some forgotten crime, for-
gotten because it was done neatly.—Balzac

he journalist’s rule says: follow the
money. This rule, however, is not really axiomatic but derivative, in that mon-
ey, as even our vice president will tell you, is really a way of tracking ener-
gy. We'll follow the energy.

We learn as children that there is no free lunch, that you don’t get some-
thing from nothing, that what goes up must come down, and so on. The sci-
entific version of these verities is only slightly more complex. As James
Prescott Joule discovered in the nineteenth century, there is only so much en-
ergy. You can change it from motion to heat, from heat to light, but there will
never be more of it and there will never be less of it. The conservation of en-
ergy is not an option, it is a fact. This is the first law of thermodynamics.

Special as we humans are, we get no exemptions from the rules. All ani-
mals eat plants or eat animals that eat plants. This is the food chain, and pulling
it is the unique ability of plants to turn sunlight into stored energy in the form
of carbohydrates, the basic fuel of all animals. Solar-powered photosynthesis
is the only way to make this fuel. There is no alternative to plant energy, just
as there is no alternative to oxygen. The results of taking away our plant en-
ergy may not be as sudden as cutting off oxygen, but they are as sure.

Scientists have a name for the total amount of plant mass created by
Earth in a given year, the total budger for life. They call it the planet’s “pri-
mary productivity.” There have been two efforts to figure out how thar pro-
ductivity is spent, one by a group at Stanford University, the other an in-
dependent accounting by the biologist Stuart Pimm. Both conclude that we
humans, a single species among millions, consume about 40 percent of
Earth’s primary productivity, 40 percent of all there is. This simple number
may explain why the current extinction rate is 1,000 times that which ex-
isted before human domination of the planet. We 6 billion have simply
stolen the food, the rich among us a lot more than others.

Energy cannot be created or canceled, but it can be concentrated. This
is the larger and profoundly explanatory context of a national-security memo
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GRAIN IS TO THE PLANT WORLD
WHAT A BARREL OF REFINED OIL IS
TO THE HYDROCARBON WORLD:
THE MOST CONCENTRATED FORM
OF TRUE WEALTH ON THE PLANET
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George Kennan wrote in 1948 as the head of a State Department planning
committee, ostensibly about Asian policy but really about how the United
States was to deal with its newfound role as the dominant force on Earth.
“We have about 50 percent of the world’s wealth but only 6.3 percent of its
population,” Kennan wrote. “In this situation, we cannot fail to be the ob-
ject of envy and resentment. Qur real task in the coming period is to devise
a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of
disparity without positive detriment to our national security. To do so, we
will have to dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our at-
tention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate nation-
al objectives. We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the

luxury of altruism and world-benefaction.”

“The day is not far off,” Kennan concluded, “when we are

ooing to have to deal in straight power concepts.”

f you follow the energy, eventually you will end up in a field somewhere.
Humans engage in a dizzying array of artifice and industry. Nonetheless,
more than two thirds of humanity’s cut of primary productivity results from
agriculture, two thirds of which in turn consists of three plants: rice, wheat,
and corn. In the 10,000 years since humans domesticated these grains, their
status has remained undiminished, most likely because they are able to store
solar energy in uniquely dense, transportable bundles of carbohydrates. They
are to the plant world what a barrel of refined oil is to the hydrocarbon
world. Indeed, aside from hydrocarbons they are the most concentrated
form of true wealth—sun energy—to be found on the planet.

As Kennan recognized, however, the maintenance of such a concentra-
tion of wealth often requires violent action. Agriculture is a recent human
expetiment. For most of human history, we lived by gathering or killing a broad
variety of nature’s offerings. Why humans might have traded this approach
for the complexities of agriculture is an interesting and long-debated ques-
tion, especially because the skeletal evidence clearly indicates that early
farmers were more poorly nourished, more disease-ridden and deformed,
than their hunter-gatherer contemporaries. Farming did not improve most
lives. The evidence that best points to the answer, [ think, lies in the dif-
ference between early agricultural villages and their pre-agricultural counter-
parts—the presence not just of grain but of granaries and, more tellingly, of
just a few houses significantly larger and more ornate than all the others at-
tached to those granaries. Agriculture was not so much about food as it was
about the accumulation of wealth. It benefited some humans, and those
people have been in charge ever since.

Domestication was also a radical change in the distribution of wealth
within the plant world. Plants can spend their solar income in several ways.
The dominant and prudent strategy is to allocate most of it to building
roots, stem, bark—a conservative portfolio of investments that allows the plant
to better gather energy and survive the downturn years. Further, by living
in diverse stands (a given chunk of native prairie contains maybe 200 species
of plants), these perennials provide services for one another, such as re-
taining water, protecting one another from wind, and fixing free nitrogen from
the air to use as fertilizer. Diversity allows a system to “sponsor its own fer-
tility,” to use visionary agronomist Wes Jackson’s phrase. This is the plant
world’s norm.

There is a very narrow group of annuals, however, that grow in patches
of a single species and store almost all of their income as seed, a tight bun-
dle of carbohydrates easily exploited by seed eaters such as ourselves. Under
normal circumstances, this eggs-in-one-basket strategy is a dumb idea for a
plant. But not during catastrophes such as floods, fires, and volcanic erup-
tions. Such catastrophes strip established plant communities and create op-
portunities for wind-scattered entrepreneurial sced bearers. It is no acci-
dent that no matter where agriculture sprouted on the globe, it always
happened near rivers. You might assume, as many have, that this is because

Photograph © Mike Sinclair







