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G REENSOOOMON EYOOO& G RIT

When it comes to HYPOCRISY, it's “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.”
By Scott Thompson

Business leaders sit on nonprofit boards and contribute to fundraising efforts. Business sup-
ports university and other research. Its influence can be strong or subtle, but it is there.
—James Gustave Speth

There is a predictable emotional cost for treading on the corns of powerful people. For
instance, writing about the following dilemma: that the very economic system — global-
ized capitalism, turbocharged by economic growth — that is suffusing the atmosphere
with C02 is also keeping our major environmental organizations in robust financial
health. More bluntly, mega environmental donors tend to be into this system up to their
pituitary glands.

Such donors have a lot of clout and are often board members of established green or-
ganizations. And such organizations
are themselves often well endowed,
as Jim Stiles capably documented in
“The Greening of Wilderness (Part 2),”
in the August/September 2008 issue
of the Zephyr. In short, they’re power-
ful organizations now, with powerful
backers.

As Edward Abbey said, “To op-
pose the powerful creates difficulties,
subjects you to abuse and scorn [and]
leads often...to what we call the silent
treatment...”1 Stiles certainly encoun-
tered that treatment in writing his fine
“Greening” story. The environmental
establishment has largely responded
by ignoring his hard work and in-
sights. An environmental director did
send him several minor corrections
and an assistant director wrote that
the story, “was unnecessarily mali-
cious in intent” and labeled Stiles a
“disgruntled conservationist.”

How is the emotional cost of writing
about this sort of thing experienced?

Inwardly, of course, so it needs to be
described on that level. Two years ago I had an experience that somewhat paralleled
Stiles” and so I will draw upon that. This adventure wasn't in the green realm, however,
so bear with me while I give you some background.

Until last fall, I had been active on the board of the West Virginia association of drug
and alcohol counselors for many years. I edited their quarterly newsletter for five years. I
adopted a policy of speaking out and almost always got good feedback.

In fiscal year 2007 our national association, NAADAC, accepted two “educational”

the board told our West Virginia president that she agreed with me.

Otherwise, vast silence. I felt very, very lonely.

Shortly after all this I found an article in The Journal of the American Medical Association
showing that workshops presented by physicians and funded by pharmaceutical “edu-
cational” grants are likely to demonstrate content bias in favor of the donor’s drugs as
opposed to other drugs.2 Now here’s the irony: the brochure that NAADAC sent to drug
and alcohol counselors around the country for the 2007 alcohol medication workshops
funded by the $541,324 pharmaceutical “educational” grant promised “unbiased infor-
mation.”

Is there such a thing as unbiased bias?

In the case of NAADAC, there probably isn't.
- - TR It’s a fascinating thing to point out the ob-

vious to capable people who have a vested

interest in ignoring it.

Over the next year I heard that only two
people on our state board - our key leaders
- had any problem with what I said. Both
were connected to the NAADAC leader-
ship. But except for my one buddy the other
ten had remained silent.

The criticism I received was less pointed
than it was for Stiles. One reason is because
his story was published while my letter was
only circulated to the national and state af-
filiate board members, not to our general
membership or to the press.

I was surprised at how difficult - and also
interesting - the feeling of ostracism was for
me. I am by nature an introverted person,
comfortable with long stretches of solitude.
But to put myself out there on a limb profes-
sionally and then to have to wait for months
while I heard just about nothing was pain-
ful.

I was also surprised that several of the
West Virginia board members did eventu-
ally agree with me, outnumbering the two
who objected, and that the others were essentially neutral.

Looking back at it, my experience seemed to involve a sequence of three steps. First:
the fast reaction from the NAADAC honchos. The lesson I took from this is that people
high up in a power structure decide quickly whether it’s better to react to a challenge and
when they do they react rapidly and cohesively. They are for that reason the first to have
an impact, which is often decisive. That's why they have an influence far beyond their
numbers. Second: that the overwhelming majority of NAADAC and state affiliate board
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For instance, writing about the following dilemma: that the very economic system
- globalized capitalism, turbocharged by economic growth -
that is suffusing the atmosphere with C02
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grants from pharmaceutical companies. One of them was a $541,324 grant to put on a
series of professional workshops for drug and alcohol counselors to educate them about
medications to reduce heavy drinking, one of which the company was promoting (try
writing this sentence with a straight face). Together, the two grants equaled 83.7% of
NAADAC's projected annual dues from its own members.

In June, 2007, I wrote a detailed letter - more like an article, really - to NAADAC’s board
members and executive director questioning whether NAADAC could take these kind of
grants without putting its own professional objectivity at risk. I sent copies to all of the
state affiliate boards around the country, including our own in West Virginia. There are
about 30 of them.

Let me quote from one of my follow-up e-mails: “I can boil what I have to say down to
this: pharmaceutical money = bias. That’s my concern...It has become normal for pharma-
ceutical companies to shower money on doctors and politicians and as a result we hardly
notice it any more. We're in a collective ‘normality trance” about pharmaceutical money
and we need to snap out of it.”

The responses, or lack of them, were interesting. I got politely dismissive e-mails from
the NAADAC executive director and some of the NAADAC officers. The incoming
NAADAC president vaguely suggested that I was more motivated by anger than by in-
sight and opined that, “The disquieting comfort of railing against the establishment and
standing alone is ineffective.” I got some polite non-statements from the NAADAC Board
members (“Thank you so much, we’ll look at it”) and one “kudos!” e-mail from a North
Carolina state affiliate board member. Through the grapevine I heard that some of our
West Virginia board members were unhappy with me. One of my long-time buddies on

members reacted with - silence. The lesson from this is that most people, even people
who are normally kind and expressive, tend to react to a focused challenge to power by
remaining mute. Third: that the support I did get emerged after a long, silent freeze, like
flowers in a cold desert. The lesson from this is that it takes grit to speak with confidence
into that disconcerting silence and stick with your message.

I suspect that the set positions that high leaders take on crucial issues are often incon-
gruent with the relative open-mindedness of ordinary board and rank and file members.
After all, it’s the leaders who are scrutinizing the organization’s bottom line and who have
made the commitments to powerful organizations and whose professional reputations
are at stake. And I suspect this distinction applies not only to professional associations
like drug and alcohol counselors but to mainstream environmental groups as well.

My main conclusion is that for a writer grit may be the secret to having an impact.

But why go through the discomfort of writing about greens and money in the first
place? Because we have good reason for concern that the largesse of wealthy green do-
nors, even where well-intended, is skewing the legislative and policy positions of es-
tablished environmental organizations. Sometimes this isn’t too harmful; overall, the
workaday efforts of green groups remain important and beneficial. But when it comes to
challenging the economic system itself — proposing a paradigm shift in our life ways, in
other words - the stakes change.

It’s scorchingly clear now that the way our economy functions and the American life-
style that goes with it are not only behind the relentless upward arc of greenhouse gas
emissions, but will imperil any serious effort to implement a solution. Last year James
Gustave Speth, Dean of the School of Forestry and Environmental Studies at Yale Uni-



THE ZEPHYR/ JUNE-JULY 2009

versity, said, “Almost half the required rate of change [to deal with global warming] is
needed simply to compensate for the effects of economic growth. It is like running up
a down escalator — a very fast down escalator. Perhaps it can be done. I am doubtful,
but here is a key point: it is not being done today, and no government that I know of is
systematically, adequately promoting the universal, rapid, and sustained penetration of
green technology, at home and abroad, on the scale required. Governments, are, however,
profoundly committed to promoting growth.”3

Put yourself in the mind, if you can, of an accomplished administrator of a premier
environmental organization with an annual budget of $75 million and an office of gifted
staff you’ve spent years recruiting and pruning. You're an energetic person, a pragmatic
problem-solver, with an appealing personality and a lifelong idealistic streak that you
satisfy with your environmental work. You have your quirks and foibles, but in general
people like you and respond to you. And, of course, you have the usual concerns about
your own professional reputation and future prospects. Your job is to keep your organi-
zation financially humming and receiving kudos for doing good environmental works.

On your way to the top suite you've learned two key principles. The first is to make
friends with influential people and to avoid open conflict with them. There are two ben-
efits from this. One is that influential people have money and if they like you some of that
money will rub off on your organization. Another is that collaborating (“partnering”)
with them engenders cooperation from well-positioned legislators and government of-
ficials. It gets things done.

The second principle is to make big changes incrementally. People are much less likely
to get riled that way and the small changes add up over time. Long ago you learned that
patience and persistence are the real keys to environmental idealism.

Late one morning you scan a story in The Canyon Country Zephyr that one of your re-
searchers has pointed out to you. It fiercely urges all environmental groups to publicly
embrace one of the non-growth economic models and, among other things, carps about

It's scorchingly clear now that
the way our economy functions
and the American lifestyle that goes with it
are not only behind the relentless upward arc
of greenhouse gas emissions, but will imperil
any serious effort to implement a solution.

large home sizes, mentioning places like Aspen, Sedona, Moab, and Vail. You picture the
smirk on your friend Dave’s face if you mention this at lunch forty minutes from now;
he owns a nice house at Beaver Creek, a ski area down the highway from Vail. He’s a jo-
vial fellow, a Vice-President for Environmental Compliance at one of the world’s largest
chemical companies, and he’s worked hard with you over the last two years on a cap and
trade proposal that’s endorsed by eighteen major corporations and several prominent en-
vironmental groups, with yours leading the way. You quickly screen the Zephyr story out
of your mind and decide that the writer, Scott Thompson, is an irritating loud-mouth.

I have three points to make in this hypothetical. The first is that our skill sets, however
valuable, can vastly limit our vision. It's not easy for a person who has made a successful
career as a pragmatic, collaborative, problem-solver to appreciate that every so often the
best way to turn a crisis into a disaster is to try to resolve it within the frame of reference
that created the problem - especially when her or his accomplishments have largely taken
place within that frame of reference. In such a situation, the very perspective that has a
chance of being effective can seem odd and unworkable to people in the mainstream,
particularly when it reveals the absurdity of their efforts at solution.

It seems to me that the tendency of major environmental groups to promote so-called
market-based cap and trade4 - or to fail to question it - shows the inadequacy of their
perspectives. As James Hansen, Director of the Goddard Institute for Space Studies at
NASA, said on 4/24/09, “We cannot let polite discourse cloud the fact that the cap-and-
trade approach favored by governments and special interests does not have a snowballs
[sic] chance in Hades of achieving a carbon reduction path consistent with the path dic-

Whether they admit it to themselves or not,
they know that once you're dependent
on establishment money
in order to function you can’t formulate
policy recommendations
that will challenge the structure of that establishment
without imperiling your own organization’s future.

tated by science.”5

The second point is to emphasize that a person who is adept at incremental change,
who appreciates how effective it can be, is likely to be out of her or his depth when there
isn’t time for chipping away at the problem. And in fact the scientific research on climate
change that has come down in the last five years or so, as detailed by Hansen, seems to
show that humanity has less than one generation to vastly reduce its carbon emissions
and that there will be no second chances.6

And third (sigh), the money. The following is from Jerome Kassirer, a medical school
professor and former Editor-in-Chief of The New England Journal of Medicine, describing
an experiment at the University of California-San Francisco Medical School: “A confiden-
tial survey of more than 100 interns and residents sought to determine whether promo-
tional efforts by drug companies were appropriate and whether the residents believed
that such gifts would influence their prescribing. They found that the house officers gen-
erally were positive about such gifts and believed that they were uninfluenced by them.
Although only 39 percent of the house officers thought that pharmaceutical promotions
influenced their own prescribing habits, 84 percent thought that the promotions did af-

fect the prescribing habits of others.” On the same page Kassirer said, “Physicians...are
eager to believe that they can preserve their integrity in the face of such [pharmaceutical]
bribes. How then, do they cope with the gross discrepancies between the knowledge that
they are being bought and their need to believe that they cannot be bought?...self- decep-
tion is an unconscious defensive strategy that allows an individual to avoid the pain and
anxiety that accrues with honest avowal of one’s actual motives.”7 If doctors, steeped in
the tradition of objective scientific research, are this out of touch with their own vulner-
ability to financial influence, we have little reason to be confident that our mainstream
environmental leaders have more insight.

Look at the most recent annual reports of major environmental groups. Their yearly op-
erating expenses often range between $30-100 million. I just don’t see how organizations
of this size can be run without tapping into establishment money to a significant degree,
whether it comes from well-to-do individuals, multinational corporations, or pedigreed
foundations. However sincere the leaders of these organizations may be, they can’t avoid
dwelling on where their money will come from. Whether they admit it to themselves or
not, they know that once you're dependent on establishment money in order to function
you can’t formulate policy recommendations that will challenge the structure of that es-
tablishment without imperiling your own organization’s future.

When it comes to global warming, is there such a thing as unbiased bias?

In the case of mainstream environmentalism, there probably isn't.

Scott Thompson lives in Beckley, WV. We hope we will at least become a semi-regular contribu-
tor to The Zephyr
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Real Films = Real People = Real Change
Ready to Change the World? Bring Popcorn.

Winner of "Best Documentary” at the New York City Short Film Festi-
val, "Best of Fest" at several others, and recently banned by the Sonoma
County Woman's Forum "as too controversial," Texas Gold, the story of
one woman's fight for change in the most toxic place in America. Fol-
low Diane Wilson and her antics against the giants of the petro chemi-
cal industry — Sonoma Valley Int'l Film Festival says: “Inspirational,
insiﬁh’rful, hard-hitting, infuriating and hilarious-the film manages to be
both educational and entertaining”, Plus an unbelievably effective tool
for mobilizing local communities to change the world! One of many great
films and other invaluable resources we offer committed activists every-
where, Texas Gold is nhow on sale for $19.95 (8&H included). Check it
out at Reel Community Action:

www.reelcommunityaction.org
www.texasgoldmovie.com
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