Earth Day 2007: What have we accomplished and where do we go from here?


Sunday, April 22 will be the 37th Earth Day and it marks a good time for us to evaluate where we have come from and what is still left to do. When the first Earth Day was celebrated in 1970, our nation’s forests and waters were hanging in peril. The bald eagle, a national symbol, had nearly gone extinct due to DDT contamination in lakes and rivers. The chemical, which was sprayed over entire neighborhoods to kill mosquitoes, made its way into local water bodies where it first contaminated fish, and then the eagles that ate them. In many places, raw sewage and pollution from factories ran out of pipes directly into rivers, lakes and oceans. According to a 1972 report by the U.S. government, only 36% of the streams that were tested in the U.S. were safe to swim in or fish from. Air hung heavy in many major cities, laced with sulfur dioxide from coal burning power plants and car exhaust from leaded gasoline. 


Today, we have corrected many of the major environmental problems of the early to mid-1900’s. A 1972 ban on DDT has allowed bald eagle populations to soar; they were officially removed from the endangered species list in 1996. The U.S. government now reports that 60% of tested streams are safe for fishing and swimming, and the Clean Water Act now limits the amount of pollution pumped into our waterways via pipes. We still struggle with air pollution, but have phased out the use of leaded gasoline and developed new technologies to limit the emissions of sulfur dioxide and other chemicals from factories and power plants. 


Today’s environmental problems are more insidious than those we faced on the first Earth Day. Our most pressing issues, and usually the most difficult to solve, are those that arise from a variety of small but numerous sources. The carbon dioxide emissions that contribute to global warming, for example, originate not so much from one big bad factory, but rather from many little cars running to and fro, many little houses dotting the country, and many little air conditioners, refrigerators, TV’s and appliances using electricity from coal burning plants to make those houses livable. 

Similarly, the majority of our water pollution is now caused by non-point sources, a name used to describe anything that is not a pipe directly emptying into a waterway. A recent report by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency listed nearly twenty major sources of water pollution in our state, including leaky septic systems, runoff from houses and driveways, roadway deicing chemicals and automatic dishwasher detergent. The challenge with non-point sources of pollution is that while they are not hard to correct, they are hard to identify and require extensive public education and outreach to eliminate all the varied pollution sources.

We have come a long way since the first Earth Day in 1970, proof that our society, when acting cooperatively, can tackle enormous and widespread issues. We should be proud of our accomplishments without ignoring the very real challenges we still face. As populations continue to grow, both here in the east metro and across the U.S. it will become more and more important for each and every person to do their part to ensure a healthy and livable world for future generations.
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