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Because I Know Grass Is More Than Green 

 

 

A few years ago, in the midst of a thunderstorm, I spent the better part of an afternoon on 

my porch, watching the rain hit the pavement. What caught my eye was how the water hit my 

driveway – small, consistent splashes that made standing pools before draining toward the road, 

then down along the gutters of my steeply sloped street, the water eventually finding its way to a 

storm drain, and from there to the Grand River and Lake Michigan after. 

Not long before, this would have been unremarkable to me. But I had recently learned 

terms such as non-point-source pollution and stormwater run-off.  I had learned that the water 

that hits my pavement will not only follow a man-made path of least resistance directly to the 

river, but also pick up every molecule of car tire, lawn fertilizer, dog feces, Frito-Lay wrapper, 

and whatnot it encounters along the way. Today, a few years and two careers later, this concept 

dominates my professional life. But before that afternoon, all I would have seen was a gutter full 

of rain. 

There was another afternoon back then, in my backyard with the dogs, a lawn chair and a 

magazine. It was sunny and the grass was this thick early-spring green that only luck and science 

can create. I was reading about how a larger share of crops were being lost to pests than before 

pesticides were first introduced to the industry in 1945.  Veterinarians were speculating on 

connections between insecticide and herbicide use and incidents of cancer in dogs, which were 

as high as they’d ever been. 

And here was my dog, Lucky, rolling on the lawn. Not only was the grass an incredible 

waste of resources and water to maintain – the nation’s largest irrigated crop, I learned — but the 
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weed and grub killer was killing the valuable insects that prey on aphids, ticks and mosquitoes, 

while making those nuisances that much stronger, and maybe even damaging the environment in 

ways Rachel Carson never dreamed of. Yet the dog is all smiles, her white fur covered with 

loose leaves of grass, coated with toxic chemicals that will seep into her skin and might one day 

be her death. 

Before that day, all I would have seen was a dumb dog rolling the grass, and all the grass 

would have been is green.  

I have lots of these terrible little epiphanies I could share:  How my roof was shiny and 

new before I learned the black shingles had turned my home into a pizza oven.  How my freshly 

painted walls literally exhaled poison. How my bacon comes from a million-acre biohazard site.  

How buying a case of bottled water each week was wrong in a dozen different ways.    

There are more, many more, and I’m sure you have your own.  Maybe it’s not strictly 

environmental.  Maybe you’ve got another peg of that triple-bottom line that you’ve had 

enlightened in the worst way. I like to think that every now and then the bad guys in the movies 

walk away somewhere off screen and realize, ―Oh, wow, I'm the bad guy.  I'm totally wrong 

here.  I'm the jerk. The villain. The conniving coworker/competitor or what not. The one you’re 

supposed to root against.‖  And I know how this feels, because sometimes I'll walk away from an 

argument of some sort and have that same moment of clarity, and it's awful. Just awful. 

If we’re talk about sustainability, particularly the inherent morality it implies, these types 

of discoveries are critical and defining. This is enlightenment, modern and real.  The realization, 

whether gradual and unnoticed or abrupt and alarming, that our actions have negative impacts. 

When I was a little boy I didn't think about where hamburgers and hot dogs came from.  I 

think of the package of canned ham and that pig with the great big smile.  The happy cartoon pig.  
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I don't know when I realized that my hamburger used to be a cow. Now I think about it and 

respect that something had to die so I can eat.  There are so many things that I know now, so 

many little costs. Every time I turn on the TV or flush the toilet. Think of what a million showers 

looks like coming out of Lake Michigan. Sometimes it seems our planet is an upturned hourglass 

that is not going to spin and until we're all long gone. Because that's what it's like to care about 

the environment in this day and age, as well as any of a dozen other sustainability pegs. We try 

to do things better, but we’re always doing something a little bad, aren’t we?  To talk about 

sustainability is to talk about doing things in a different way, maybe not the best way, but at least 

a better way.  To give an effort and then a better effort as you go along.  This is what 

sustainability means to me. 

But what if I don't have the option or the time or the patience at that particular moment.  

What harm can one yogurt cup do? Or one T-shirt or water bottle?  

And as I think about it, I don’t even particularly care for the environment, per se.  I don’t 

like the beach. The thought of walking on dunes exhausts me. I dislike bugs and sleeping 

outside. I don’t fish, hunt, ski or swim. I don’t like snow or being cold.  I don’t have children for 

me to preserve nature.  I don’t even particularly like children.  

So why should I care about the environment?  Or any tenet of sustainability? When I 

think about preserving something so that it lasts six generations from now, as I often hear, I can’t 

help but think that in six generations all I will be is dead.  Maybe my grandchildren’s 

grandchildren would rather my ventures had been more monopolistic than moral. 

At this point our discussion could turn to Plato, Kant, Bentham, and their dead 

philosopher friends. Are there true boundaries for what is moral? Are we only good when there 

is something in it for us? Are we leaving out a spiritual component that may be the true source of 
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morality, and by proxy, sustainability? We could also talk about the emerging field of 

biopolitics, where research suggests that the moral guidelines that inform sustainability are an 

evolutionary response to the inherent selfishness of not just mankind, but all life. Sustainability 

might be life’s way of keeping its own destructive nature in check.  

I’m not going to pretend to be an expert on these matters. But I do know what it means to 

do the right thing, even if I don’t always know what it is or have the discipline or means to 

pursue it. This is why I like the triple-bottom line so much; this notion that the best decision is 

the one that balances the competing interests of people, planet and profit, hopefully in no 

particular order. I know this will work for most, and for some, like the environmentalist, we tip 

the scales to something a little better for the planet. Hopefully, over time the balanced scales 

weigh better for all three.   

But again, why should ―better‖ matter at all?   

Well…Why Not? 

Whatever you think of humanity, whatever you think of America or your next-door 

neighbor, everyone wants to be good. Right?  Most everyone?  No right-minded person wants to 

harm the environment.  It’s a convenience.  Collateral damage.  I can’t imagine that a right-

minded person sees an oil spill with anything but horror. I often marvel at how hard we work to 

convince ourselves that an environmentally responsible alternative can ultimately be a more 

profitable one.  I understand why we talk about the importance of preserving nature for future 

generations.  But do we really need a reason? 

Sometimes I wonder if there is something wrong with me.  I don’t understand why we 

can’t preserve a forest just for the sake of preserving a forest, as an example. No boardwalks or 
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bike paths.  Just nature protected and if possible, left alone; something right and natural that will 

never benefit me in any way.  Is that crazy?    

I like to think that there are more among us that think this way, at least part of the time. 

There must be other people out there that give an effort to be better stewards of the environment, 

just because. And I really need there to be other people out there who can see more than the rain 

in the gutter and the green of the grass. There isn’t any reason for me to go to work if there isn’t, 

because I don’t know how to monetize our natural resources. I don’t know how to price out the 

guts of a mountain or the shores of a lake. 

When I think of sustainability, I think of doing something better, when I can, for no other 

reason than that I should.  I think of trying to be good and moral, but never perfect.  And learning 

to be better.   


