
 
 

Chapter 9 
Crucial Importance of Systemic Change 

 
 

"The real voyage of discovery consists of not 
 in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes." 

 

—Marcel Proust 
 

 
For decades, we have all been urged to turn off lights, lower thermostats in winter, take 
shorter showers, recycle like crazy, car-pool, take public transportation, install solar 
panels, use less air conditioning, etc. So, here's the question of the day:  
 

If everyone in the world would do all of the above (and much, much more), would 
that be enough to slow climate change, prevent the collapse of our civilization and 

ultimately enable us to live in harmony with nature? 
 
Unfortunately, the answer is no. And it wouldn't even be close.  
 
It's because our civilization in the developed world is an extremely harmful, wasteful 
and grossly unsustainable "system" of living for humans. And for us to survive much 
longer as a species, our living arrangement with Mother Nature must be totally 
reinvented. That means that every human activity must be carefully studied, re-
designed and replaced within the next thirty or forty years—for us to even have a 
chance. Mere "individuals" like us, no matter how hard we try, won’t even scratch the 
surface when it comes to reinventing our overall system of living on this planet. For that, 
we desperately need globally coordinated, systemic, big picture solutions. 
 



So, should we just give up on trying to live more greenly since we haven't got a chance 
of making a difference? No, we should never give up. We just need to do much more. 
Importantly, doing all that we can as individuals may help to buy us more time to 
reinvent the overall system, but we must not let "doing our best" on a personal basis 
make us complacent.  
 
We must also do all that we can to promote the absolute necessity of those big picture, 
systemic, solutions. Working together, we must spark the global conversation regarding 
the necessity for replacing our overall system of living—our civilization—with one that 
is sustainable.  For us to survive, this topic must become more ubiquitous in the news 
than the Coronavirus is now in 2020.  
 

The Origin of the SOS Memos 
 
When I launched the bite-size-blog series (BSBs) in June of 2016, the weekly editions 
were intended to be two-minute reads for busy people. But as the complexity and the 
urgency of the topics continued to escalate, I decided to launch a second generation of 
weekly messaging for two reasons.  
 
First, I found it difficult to keep the BSBs short enough to live up to their name. And 
secondly, the "BSB" acronym doesn't grab anyone's attention, whereas S.O.S. is likely 
the single most recognized acronym in the world—and it's all about distress. Without a 
doubt, distress is the best word to describe the situation in which we humans find 
ourselves today—quickly running out of time for executing the complex task of Saving 
Our Species. And the Coronavirus has exacerbated the situation far beyond what anyone 
could have imagined.  
 

 
 

The very first SOS Memo, dated April 18, 2019, was inspired by a conversation that I 
had while driving a ninth-grade family member to a musical event in Asbury Park, 
New Jersey. I was explaining to her the crucial need for big picture solutions aimed at 
totally reinventing our civilization. As I recalled our visit the next day, I decided that 
my chat with her would be the theme for that week's post and for the beginning of my 

https://conta.cc/2XvMl6b


new S.O.S. Memos series—aimed at promoting the beginning of a totally new way of 
living. So how do we get started? Two things: 
 

Greener Product Design and Far Less Consumption 
 
I mentioned recycling in the first paragraph of this chapter and that’s a good place to 
start thinking about a newly designed civilization that can truly thrive in harmony with 
nature. Let’s begin by taking a closer look at recycling and how we can go about killing 
that monster that’s driving everyone crazy. We simply have to render the process 
irrelevant to our lives—by designing all recycling into our overall system of living. 
 
In the modern, supremely efficient Great Big Northern of the future, citizens will not 
even have to think about recycling—because details like that will have been carefully 
studied and thoughtfully addressed by the thousands of members of the GBN design 
team. To put it simply, living green in the GBN will be effortless because it will all be 
built into the system—in a marvelous place where only green options exist. 
 
In January of 2020, a NY Times story entitled Seven Reasons Why Recycling Isn't 
Working in NYC caught my attention. I can tell you right now that it was no fun to read 
that article, but reading it prompted me to search for more big picture data on our 
nation's recycling. After a quick search, I found that data on an EPA website—and have 
summarized some of it below. 
 
There are many thousands of words on that EPA site but there are also lots of "big 
picture" graphs that help make all of those numbers easy to understand. It all begins 
with the total annual tonnage of municipal waste. 

 

 
 

The only good news here is that the tonnage going to landfills seems to have leveled off 
at just under 150 million tons per year. The bad news is that we're still sending one 
hundred and fifty million tons of municipal solid waste to landfills every year—in just 
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the United States. In the sustainable society of the future, we must have a system of 
living that renders those massive landfills of today unnecessary.  
 

The chart below outlines our solid waste management practices that include the dark 
section at the top (recycling), which accounts for about a third of our waste in the 
USA—while the large gray section at the bottom represents the landfill portion of our 
waste and accounts for over one half of all of the municipal waste that we create. 
 

 
 

From the above solid waste chart in just the USA, we can easily see that the total 
amount of municipal solid waste is still increasing—reaching 267.8 million tons in 2017, 
which is 5.7 million tons more than what was generated in 2015.  
 

As for the landfill tonnages leveling off, the chart below is the big picture from the EPA 
as of 2017—with different colors representing different products. Notice the bright 
yellow section in the lower half of the graph. That represents our use of disposable 
plastics—a category of waste which has not gone down. 

 

 



 
What's missing here? There is one huge segment of our civilization's waste that is not 
covered under the "municipal solid waste" category. The key word here is municipal, 
which does not include the enormous amount of non-recycled waste (manure) 
produced by the world's animal food industries. 
 
According to a September 2019 article in The Guardian, the world's livestock are on track 
to produce over five billion tons of manure per year by 2030, much of which ends up 
in our rivers, streams and oceans. They call it the Planet's Poo Problem. As a point of 
reference, five billion tons is more than twenty times the USA's 2017 total waste from 
"municipal" sources.  
 
What does five billion tons look like? How many half-ton pick-up trucks would be 
needed to carry it away? Would you believe ten billion? That's almost forty times more 
than the 275 million vehicles now registered in the USA. 
 

 
 
Ready for some good news?  I found all of the above to be very depressing until I got 
to thinking about how we could handle both the recycling and the planet's poop 
problem in the envisioned green paradise of the Great Big Northern. As for the poop 
problem, the GBN will not be contributing to the world's five-billion-ton annual total. 
That's because there will be zero manure from farm animals as all of the food there will 
be plant-based. 
 
Although our own dietary choices are one of the few lifestyle habits that each of us can 
control for ourselves—the many other unsustainable aspects of our human existence on 
this planet require well-designed systemic change that can only be executed through an 
exceptional combination of leadership and power. And for that to happen, we must 
begin with a global conversation—followed soon by global collaboration.  
 
The chart below features some of the other lifestyle categories that must be carefully 
reexamined and redesigned.    
 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2019/mar/25/animal-waste-excrement-four-billion-tonnes-dung-poo-faecebook


 
 
Since we won't have to worry about the animal poop problem in the GBN, let's move on 
to lifestyle and product design. Following the rules of a circular economy, our way of 
living will be designed following a strict set of survival principles that virtually 
eliminate the plethora of ways in which we are inflicting damage in 2020.  

 
A circular economy is an alternative to a traditional linear economy in which we make, 
use, dispose. In a circular economy, we will keep resources in use for as long as possible, 
extract the maximum value from them while in use, then recover and regenerate 
products and materials at the end of each service life. 
 
Just doing our best as individuals is simply not good enough. Rather, our entire system 
of living must be reinvented. Whenever I think about entire systems being reinvented, I 
am reminded of the great W. Edwards Deming, who I met in May of 1990 after a lecture 
that he delivered at George Washington University in Washington DC.  
 

 
 
Dr. Deming is best known for his work in Japan following WWII—where he played a 
prominent role in helping the Japanese rebuild their industrial complex. Known 
originally for his pioneering work in TQM (Total Quality Management), later in his 
career, he primarily focused on what he called optimization of systems. He always made 
the point that factory workers cannot produce a quality product if the manufacturing 
system—which is controlled by management—is faulty.  
 
And, so it is with our situation today. We as individuals do not control, and therefore 
cannot modify or improve, the overall system of living in our modern-day society. Sure, 
we can control the thermostats in our homes and the length of our showers—but we 
cannot change/replace the overall system in which we live. Only governments can do 
that—but first they have to recognize the need for a totally new way of living.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._Edwards_Deming


Indeed, when Dr. James Lovelock talks about his Gaia Theory and thinking of Earth as a 
self-regulating system—I think of Dr. Deming and his commitment to system 
optimization. The crucial system that must be optimized today is the one in which we 
Homo sapiens are a part—the biosphere of planet Earth that gives us life.  
 
Dr. Lovelock, who turned 100 in July of 2019—was 70 years old when I met Dr. Deming 
in May of 1990. Deming was 89 at the time and it’s a shame that they never had the 
chance to collaborate on the most important topic in the history of humanity—Mother 
Nature’s requirement that we live in harmony with the natural world. Today, those two 
heroes are my inspiration as we try to imagineer a future living arrangement for humans 
that will enable all of us to live in such a manner that the Earth will actually improve 
because of our presence.  
 
As for my meeting Dr. Deming thirty years ago, you might enjoy reading about that 
experience in SOS Memo #8 from June of 2019: Scolded in public by the great Dr. 
Deming. 
 

Envisioning a Totally Green Habitat for Humans 
 
That is what we did in Chapter Seven as we imagined a giant living corridor where 
only green options exist. Lifestyle Engineering is the term that I use to describe the 
process of ensuring that every element of our way of living is carefully examined and 
re-engineered so that only green options exist in the GBN—making it effortless for us 
to live in harmony with nature.  
 
With this approach, the positives far outweigh the negatives. As we move down that 
path, some elements of our lives will be dramatically different from what they are 
today, but if we do things right, there will be plenty of positives to far offset the 
temporary pain of giving up some of our favorite things.  
 
To be sure, many people will not want to move to the GBN during the first five or ten 
years, but as environmental conditions worsen—more and more people will find the 
sparkling new super-corridor increasingly attractive. As implied within the Elon Musk 
video in the previous chapter, we must make our new lifestyle of the future attractive—
and people must view it as an improvement over what they have now.  
 
This trend will gather momentum as the newly-designed, futuristic habitat begins to 
take shape and people start hearing positive comments from their friends and family 
who have moved there—things like, “I can’t even imagine having to go back to the way 
I lived before!” 
 
Within that magnificent new living corridor, all regional laws and rules will be 
developed by AGRA, the American Green Region Authority, and will be focused on the 
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guiding principle of making life as enjoyable and as comfortable as possible while 
ensuring that all of nature’s needs are met. A few examples: provided below are 
two lifestyle guideline lists for the GBN—with the first list being somewhat more 
challenging than the second.  

 

Four envisioned Lifestyle Guidelines that some may NOT like at first 
 
1. Unlike the never-ending growth and consumption practices that exist today, the 

economic and governance systems in the GBN will provide incentives for 
minimizing consumption. That's right, we'll be rewarded for consuming less. 

 
2. For example, no one will own real estate, automobiles, bicycles or home furnishings. 

Think of living within somewhat of an Uber model, where all of those things are 
shared or, in the case of home furnishings, delivered to the living space right before 
the new residents arrive on moving day.  

 
3. People will earn privileges based on their education and their level of contribution 

to the overall survivability and enjoyment of the entire GBN corridor. For example, 
environmental superstars might be rewarded with better-furnished living quarters, 
fabulous views in a superior building and within walking distance of the 
HyperLoop and entertainment venues like the best restaurants, the symphony or the 
theater. 

 
4. Everyone who wants to work will apply for and be assigned some kind of role in the 

operation of the GBN and will earn a form of currency commensurate with the type 
and quantity of work that they do. There will be full employment as everyone who 
wants a job will have one. 

 
Four envisioned Lifestyle Guidelines that most folks WILL like 

 
1. The GBN will feature the same high-quality level of healthcare for everyone. On a 

related topic, the ubiquitous, delicious, highly nutritious, whole, plant-based foods 
will quickly result in the decline of most chronic diseases for people who choose to 
move there. 

 
2. Everyone will be provided with free food, transportation and housing—to be 

assigned based on their level of contribution to the overall GBN lifestyle, which of 
course will have been designed to help improve the natural environment. 

 
3. Although some of our current entertainment venues will not be available in the 

GBN, there will a plethora of superb, highly regarded entertainment options for 



every person who lives there: things like symphony, museums, amusement areas, 
parks, recreation areas and much more. 

 
4. Only residents and their guests will be allowed to travel on the GBN HyperLoop 

system. Likewise, those fabulous new Flying Cruise Ships can only be enjoyed by 
GBN residents—along with a limited number of their guests. 

 
When will the GBN be ready? Assuming that we can spark a high-level global 
conversation about the urgent need to completely redesign the way we all live on this 
planet—we could see the massive design project starting sometime in the window 
between 2022 and 2026. Ideally, if the design phase can get started by 2022, there may 
be a real possibility that the first 100-mile section of this 3,000-mile, phenomenally-
beautiful, futuristic and ultra-sustainable living corridor might be ready to receive its 
first residents as early as 2030. 
 
But realistically speaking, our government will likely need to be jolted into action by 
something really horrific. Certainly, the Coronavirus is among the most-disruptive 
events in the history of humanity. But is it disruptive enough to make world leaders 
want to quickly figure out a more sustainable way to live on this planet? We think not. 
Although the global economy may be in the midst of the biggest crisis in human 
history, we have not heard of a single suggestion that we should be thinking about a 
totally new kind of economy in this world—one that is beholden first to Nature. But 
maybe we will hear about some of those ideas during the post-mortem of this global 
pandemic. 
 
We must continue to emphasize the urgent need for a global conversation regarding 
how we can create a pleasant and meaningful life in complete harmony with nature. In 
reality, the best that we can hope for is that the ideas expressed herein will help to spark 
that crucial global conversation about maximizing the chances that our species will 
survive beyond this century.  
 
As for the two monsters—climate change and Covid-19—in our lives, we choose to 
believe that we can turn both of them into wake-up calls for moving urgently toward a 
sustainable civilization. To help jump-start your thinking, vision and creativity—a 
preview of what it might be like to actually live in the Great Big Northern is provided in 
the next chapter.  
 
 

"You've got to think about big things while you're doing small things,  
so that all the small things go in the right direction." 

 

 —Alvin Toffler 
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