Reflections on a Land Ethic

“All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of a community of interdependent parts…The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land.” – Aldo Leopold, 1949


 Fifty some years ago, conservationist Aldo Leopold worried that people, no longer intimately connected to the land in their everyday lives, would begin to forget the importance of preserving soil, water, plants and animals. Since Leopold’s Sand County Almanac first hit the shelves half a century ago, we Americans have made remarkable strides toward protecting our land. While a cursory glance at any newspaper will remind you of the work we have left to do – melting glaciers, shrinking rainforests, Mercury contaminated fish – it is also good to make note of the progress we have made.


The Clean Water Act, amended from the Federal Water Pollution Control Act in 1977, is an example of a positive and successful step we Americans have taken to protect our land and water. The Clean Water Act was created in response to public concern about water quality in rivers and lakes throughout the nation. The Cuyahoga River in Ohio, for example, actually caught fire not once, but several times between 1936 and 1969 due to the high concentration of pollution and debris in the water. In another memorable example from 1969, an oil spill in Santa Barbara California covered 800 square miles of water and decimated nearly 25 miles of the coastline. Since the passage of the Clean Water Act, water quality across the nation has improved remarkably. Sure, we still have challenges left to face, but at least our rivers don’t catch fire!


Despite great advances in the creation of environmental policies and protection groups, however, I wonder if we Americans have truly grown to embrace Leopold’s conservation ethic? It is one thing to protect a river because it provides a scenic view from your backyard. It is quite another to accept the idea that both you and the river are dependent upon one another for survival. Lacking the poetic flair of Aldo Leopold, I cannot hope to explain the intricacies of ecology within the confine of a newspaper column. I can however, turn to water as an example. 


Here in Washington County, water plays a central role in our lives. We are dependent upon clean water from the ground for drinking, sanitation, irrigation and more. We are bordered on two sides by rivers; the St. Croix provides scenic and recreational opportunities, while the Mississippi remains an important transportation corridor. An abundance of lakes in the area has led to an abundance of wildlife, and even the most unsightly “swamp” plays an important role in filtering and cleansing water the enters our lakes, rivers and aquifers. 


Imagine how truly different our community would be if the water were less plentiful or less reliably clean. In a day and age when the vast majority of us spend the vast majority of our time inside, it is important to reflect on Leopold’s land ethic now and then. Remember the progress we have made in protecting our land, and remember why we continue to try. It is not just for the sake of the land, but for ourselves and our community.   

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program. She can be reached at (651) 275-1136 x. 35 angie.hong@mnwcd.org
