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Each year in April, the Goldman Environmental Prizes are awarded to six activists, one from each of the six inhabited
continental regions. This year’s winners have overcome tremendous odds and threats to their lives to lead effective
protests and carry out brilliant strategies. The inspiring winners give me hope that, on the economic front, we can
energize an enormous protest movement in the United States. The Occupy movement has provided a solid start on
opposing the outdated, unfair, growth-dependent economic model — a model that drives unemployment, encourages
casino-style financing, enlarges the gap between the super-rich and the rest of society, and sucks the blood from the life-
support systems of the planet.




This year’s prize winners hail from Russia, Argentina, China, and Kenya. Their stirring stories offer ideas for those of us
who want an economic paradigm shift — we can employ the same kinds of energetic activism and protests that have
worked on tough environmental problems worldwide.


In Russia Evgenia Chirikova initiated what started as a typical conservation battle to save the federally protected Khimki
ancient forest near Moscow from a proposed superhighway. Notwithstanding efforts by authorities to suppress the
movement, the first rally drew 5,000 people. Subsequent beatings of journalists and activists did not deter the campaign,
and a year ago, the effort mushroomed into record-size protests against Vladimir Putin. Chirikova’s small, but courageous
conservation battle turned into a general referendum on the Russian government and its leader.


In Argentina, Sofia Gatica, a mother whose baby died as a result of pesticide poisoning, organized a successful “Stop
Spraying” campaign against the indiscriminate aerial spraying of dangerous chemicals on soybean fields. Gatica
mobilized local women to tabulate the illnesses that were plaguing their communities, and they found cancer rates 41
times the national average. Their campaigns and protests against powerful companies like Monsanto and DuPont led to
a big victory in the Supreme Court, which outlawed aerial spraying near homes.


The odds of one person in China successfully challenging thousands of water polluters may seem miniscule, especially
given governmental suppression of protests. Yet Ma Jun exposed over 90,000 pollution violations by Chinese and
multinational companies. The exposure empowered citizens to demand justice. Ma Jun then went after leading
transnational corporations for refusing to clean up their supply chains. When the Apple computer company failed to
respond, Ma organized a “Poison Apple” campaign that, after a year and a half of organized protest, forced the company
to clean up the polluting components of its supply chains.


 The world’s largest desert lake in Kenya is under threat from a massive dam upstream in Ethiopia. Ikal Angelei, a brave
woman using the slogan “We won’t be silenced,” has led the effort to save Lake Turkana, a World Heritage Site. This effort
also seeks to provide protection and justice for the more than 100,000 people who depend on the lake. The fate of this
boondoggle has not been determined, but the protests have convinced major banks to refrain from funding this mega-
dam.


The economic transformation agenda of the Center for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy is connected to
the battles just described because the global economy facilitates and finances these environmental debacles. Current
economic institutions largely disregard the destruction of natural resources and the depletion of fisheries, neglect the
rights of the poor and tribal peoples, undervalue the natural world, fail to exercise precaution when dealing with toxic
materials, and undermine the well-being of future generations. The grow-at-all-costs mentality that dominates in both the
halls of government and the boardrooms of businesses is distorting the way we value human life, our own communities,
and natural ecosystems around the world.
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To hasten the switch to a steady state economy, we need to emulate the Goldman Prize winners and generate effective
protests and mobilizations. For those times when it seems overwhelming to overhaul the economy, we can look to people
like Evgenia Chirikova, Sofia Gatica, Ma Jun, and Ikal Angelei. They have shown us that the biggest changes in society
can originate from humble beginnings.

* * * * *


Dr. Brent Blackwelder's other articles are accessible on Culture Change.   The above article appeared on The Daly
News, a publication of the  Center for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy.  Used by permission.
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