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From the Big Apple

Fundoo Fundaes
on the Environment

It is always a tough job to introduce a profes-
sional essayist and speechwriter but I am 
glad this is before the sheer intensity that is 
to follow! Joan Chevalier is a New York city 
based essayist and speechwriter. She writes 
speeches for top executives, primarily in 
the financial service industry, and currently 
serves as the chief of staff for Mr. Theo-
dore Roosevelt IV. Her opinion pieces have 
appeared in most major U.S. publications; 
those in her own name appear in the Wash-
ington Times, Boston Globe, and Wall Street 
Journal Political Diary as "Quotes of the 
Day". She is published in a number of other 
venues, but claims that she "spares the world 
by stopping at poetry and song." She also 
owns her own consulting business, Chevalier 
Communications, and is a graduate of Sarah 
Lawrence College.

Joan has been actively engaged with the IIT 
community in general and IIT Bombay in 
particular over the past two years. She was 
instrumental in making Mr. Roosevelt's 
participation possible in the opening panel 

discussion on Clean Energy at PanIIT 
Conference in 2011 at New York. Joan 
also participated in a panel discussion on 
"Following Your Passion" in 2012 which 
was well received by our IIT junta. She has 
written in the past for our sister publication 
in New York, gnY-Point. By her own admis-
sion, she can't refuse a request coming from 
us! In person, Joan's candor, witticism and 
charm is bound to bowl one over.

Applebee
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Cattle Ranching, Roosevelts, and 
Climate Change 

The Divide between Rural People and 
Environmentalists in the United States (A partial 

answer to why the U.S doesn’t act on climate) 
Joan Chevalier

I could hear the urgency in her low voice, 
even if I didn’t understand it.  “Joan, back 
your horse away from those bulls.”  A green-
horn and a nitwit, I imagined that I needed 
to keep two sparring bulls from fighting.  So, 
toward the charging bellowing animals, I 
blithely trotted my confused horse.  All the 
while, I tut tutted “bad bulls, behave your-
selves.”  Even the horse knew this was a very 
stupid idea.  He started to move at a standing 
trot -- that would be straight up and down, 
but not forward.  He was plotting to launch 
the idiot off his back and move sensibly away 
from the bulls on his own.

Carol repeated, “Back away.” The hard 
emphasis at the end of the sentence made it 
clear to me there was an unspoken “damn 
it” tucked away in that period.  Carol did 
not relish the thought of airlifting a New 
York City environmentalist (of all things) to a 
distant hospital.  And it looked like either the 
horse or the bulls were about to do me some 
damage.  I was in a spot where I routinely 
find myself . . . between a rock and a hard 
place.

In fact, I was there, in a wilderness section 
of Wyoming rangeland, because of other 
voices in my life -- the environmental left, 
Europeans and Americans, all frustrated by 
international climate change negotiations 
and the lack of leadership coming from the 
United States. 

“What’s wrong with the U.S?  How is it that 
they don’t understand this issue?”  They are 
the uncomprehending Republicans, who 
primarily represent rural and exurban regions 
of my country; Democrats win in states 
with large urban populations.  What I didn’t 
understand was why rural people were at 
such odds with environmentalists.  It seemed 
to me that they should be natural allies.  At 
least, that’s what I thought looking at the 
situation from the altitude of a New York 
City skyscraper.  I went West to find answers.

You hear many conspiracy theories from the 
left with regard to climate change opponents  
-- it is the evil geniuses at oil companies, all 
commandeered by the monied power of 
one set of billionaires.  Of course, environ-
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mentalists don’t discuss their own coterie of 
billionaires funding public relations firms and 
consultants.   In fact, according to Michael 
Nesbit, who wrote a controversial paper 
about environmental funding, “Climate 
Shift”, environmental organizations far 
outspent conservatives in the last battle for 
a climate bill.  Now, there are many ways 
to add up that money, but bottom line:  US 
environmental organizations spent a lot of it 
and still came up empty. None of the largest 
environmental groups in my country will 
take ownership for their detrimental role in 
this battle; they will not own their colonial 
attitude toward rural Americans, focused for 
much of the last two decades on those who 
live in our public lands states.   There are 
twelve “public lands” states in the west; this 
means that the federal government controls 
as much as 80 percent of the land in these 
states and with it they control the incomes 
and destinies of the rural people dependent 
on those lands.  

The British Raj had an army with which to 
grind down and out the sovereignty of India; 
environmentalists have the press, the courts, 

and urban supporters who know nothing 
about producing the natural resources upon 
which we depend, but who are entirely 
willing to believe that their fellow citizens in 
the west are stupid and craven.  Anthropolo-
gists call this “reterritorialization” when a 
dominant culture, wanting to take over the 
lands of a subordinate culture, tells itself a 
pretty little story about its own heroism in 
saving the savage wrong-headed natives from 
themselves.  

The message that the “natives” hear is:  “You 
can either make a living on our terms or you 
can disappear.”   As one climate scientist 
from a rural background said to me:  “Envi-
ronmentalists refuse to understand that, 
when agricultural people sit down at the 
bargaining table with you, they have put their 
entire lives on the line; in turn, they feel that 
environmentalists have nothing on the line, 
other than their intellectual pride.”

Rural people have been betrayed in these 
negotiations so many times that it is a deep 
embarrassment to this environmentalist.
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We are now paying a high price for this. I 
recently had lunch with a member of an esti-
mable Wyoming ranch family, a hard-headed 
and light-footed daughter of the High Plains, 
and Theodore Roosevelt IV, for whom I 
write speeches.    Ted is currently the Chair 
of the Cleantech Initiative at an international 
bank.  I have seen people walk by his office 
-- an office with pictures of himself at age 4 
holding President Truman’s hand, with old 
photos of President Teddy Roosevelt’s Great 
White Fleet, with pictures of Ted shaking 
hands with heads of state -- and this is what I 
overhear:  “He’s one of the most decent men 
on Wall Street.”  I have no argument with 
that.  Coming from such a privileged back-
ground, he is as egalitarian, and fair-minded, 
and tough, and hard-working as his ancestor.  
I have no argument at all with Ted’s charac-
ter, but I have many other arguments with 
him.  (It’s another measure of the man that he 
puts up with it.)

So, Ted was gracious and perfect at lunch; 
he offered a suggestion or two for possible 
public lands management compromises.  

Annaliese told him those were good ideas 
and she would pass them along.  Since we 
were at the Harvard Club, he told the story 
of the “Roosevelt Cappuccino” offered on 
the menu.  (Always a colorful family, TR 
didn’t feel the usual cup was large enough, so 
he designed his own!).  Then, Ted left; he had 
deer to hunt that afternoon.

Annaliese and I had time to finish our 
mammoth Roosevelt Cappuccinos.  She 
looked over at me and said:  “We all love 
Ted.  In fact, we loved President Roosevelt; 
we love much of his public lands legacy.  But 
he doesn’t get it.  Why do New Yorkers get 
to call the shots on their own landscape but 
not the people of Wyoming or Utah or any 
the public lands states?  He doesn’t get it: We 
do NOT trust environmentalists AT ALL. ”  

She and I discussed the fact that there are 
Republicans and rural Americans who 
entirely believe that climate change is happen-
ing, but who won’t admit it because they feel 
“you cannot open the door to these people, 
without them running you over like a Mack 
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truck.”   You open the door a crack and 
before you know it, they’ve absconded with 
your cattle because of air-polluting cow farts!

Environmentalists for the most part have 
premised a global economic scheme for miti-
gating climate change on raising the cost of 
energy -- whether through cap and trade or a 
tax.  What they refuse to acknowledge is that 
prosperity has followed low energy prices 
and environmentalism as a movement has 
followed prosperity.  It’s a Gordian knot.  

As many of you are engineers, I believe 
that you already know that addressing 
climate change is likely to be a technologi-
cal, determined, step by step progression.  
Why?  Because the grand, global economic 
prescriptions disadvantage the disadvantaged 
everywhere, and there is no political will to 
undertake them -- much less the political 
wisdom to parse the meaning of fairness for 
all of all global communities. 

In the United States, I don’t know any 
environmentalist who acknowledged the 
core problem with the cap and trade bills 
once under consideration.  We do not have 
a uniform system for energy delivery in our 
country; in each of several regions, the energy 
costs are pegged to the fuel that dominates 
delivery during peak hours.  Fully depreciated 
coal plants produce the cheapest electricity 
and serve the poorest (mostly rural) in our 
country.  Increasing the cost of energy will 
not get us where we need to go in terms of 
human development and poverty alleviation. 

The International Energy Agency expects 
Asia’s demand for energy to rise by about 40 
percent in the coming decade; this compares 
to a rise of 5 percent in North America.  

China is already a net importer of coal, 
and -- largely due to a staggeringly difficult 
topography for natural gas exploration - it is 
likely to become a net importer of LNG. The 
IEA considers India to be in approximately 

the same position.  There are critical issues 
tied to energy that include food security and 
water resources.  Most economists think that 
we have wrung all we can out of food prices; 
the decline in food prices that helped to lift 
many from poverty is not likely to continue.  
An increase in the cost of energy will further 
put that at risk.  

The environmental movement has long seen 
itself as David versus the Goliath of industry 
and human greed.  Often they were.  But 
they institutionalized a perversely one-sided 
view of humans as always the destructive 
force, outside of nature; a force needing to be 
curbed, reduced, minimized and -- in some 
cases -- expunged from the land.   

That is not the message of humanitar-
ians.   When institutions refuse to vigorously 
examine their own biases and cultures, they 
become moribund; they repeat the same old 
patterns, and they fail.  Until the environmen-
tal movement can take a hard look at itself 
- until it can become human-centered - it will 
continue to antagonize more people than it 
enlists. 

In the meantime, for robust human-centered 
solutions to climate change, I am betting 
instead on the rapacious and irrepressible 
energies of industrial and market innovation; 
I am betting on the problem solvers among 
us, and that would be all of you. 

And, by the way, America’s ranch community 
is deeply touched that you would have any 
interest in their issues, when their our own 
people often do not.   I have been entirely 
impressed with IIT, such that I wish I had any 
aptitude whatsoever for math and could join 
your ranks.  Unfortunately, as I am undone 
each month by my own checkbook, I am 
doomed to remain a writer. 
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