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Our story begins with an image: a  pot of tea heating on a stove.  It is something that evokes a feeling in us of the warmness of home, a sharing among friends.    

The image stands in for the myriad of ways that heat and fire are intertwined with culture.  We interact with it everyday when we we cook our food and heat our homes.  

Survival Postures challenged us to to uncover the hidden world of those processes that we depend on for our survival but from which we are disconnected as a culture.

We wanted to know the story behind the fire that was used to make that pot of tea.  The fuel for this fire is what is called natural gas.   

Pulled from the ground and pumped to our homes it is instant on-demand power.  We might be dependent on this gas, but using it requires little from us.  Turn a knob to get heat.  Later on you pay a bill.

Where do we really fit into this story?  What is being done to get it to our homes?  What is being done with the money we pay to get it?

When we sought answers to these questions what we found was disturbing.  The fire we used in the small creative act of making tea involves a slew of massively destructive acts.  To get the gas out of the ground means poisoning the air we breathe and the water we drink.

Its a difficult thing to think about when it is something we have to use.  We need to cook, and we need to stay warm in the winter. So we pay the bill with money that fuels the loop.

It is one of those loops that is self-reinforcing - getting bigger and bigger.  There are a whole lot of people who are entirely reliant on gas, which means an ever increasing demand.   However, there is only so much that can be pulled from the ground.   Increasing demand with a dwindling supply means higher and higher prices.  It also means what is still under the ground is continually worth more.  

The more valuable it becomes the greater lengths and bigger the risks the mining companies will take to extract it.  It is not just that there is a limited supply but that the little that is left after all these years takes a lot effort to get.  To a gas company with record profits it just means that a whole lot more needs to be blasted away to get to it.   

One extraction method-- hydraulic fracturing-- injects water and a slurry of toxic chemicals (some of which are powerful carcinogens),  into an underground well in order to fracture certain rock deposits.  By shattering the rocks like glass it releases natural gas that is trapped in the pores of the rock.  It also releases naturally-occurring radioactive elements, which join with the toxic slurry to pollute the groundwater.  What isn't carried off in the water is intentionally vented into the air.  

Billions of dollars in profits can buy a company a lot - including a special law passed by Congress that  exempted hydraulic fracturing from the Clean Water Act and the Clean Air Act.   It also buys out-of-court settlements and giant PR campaigns.

Tens of thousands of these wells have been drilled across the country.  More are being approved everyday to be drilled on our public lands and even in many of our backyards.  

Nothing about this energy feedback loop is unique.  Not much time goes by before we hear another story of how our quest for more energy is creating ever more widespread destruction-- from oil spills to nuclear meltdowns.  In the end, our relationship with energy always leaves us with less.  

The day may have already arrived when the natural gas that is left is too expensive to burn.  What will we do to cook our meals and heat our homes?  

Our use of fossil fuels like natural gas is but a mere historical blip in the time-line of our species.  It has become an integral part of our civilization by seemingly liberating us from the complex ecological web that we were required to lived within.  However, the story of fossil fuels is ending and an alternative needs to be found that not only heats our tea but regenerates our damaged environment.  We need to find a way to make heat that leaves us with more - not less. 

Bio-Gas Cookstoves: A Regenerative Feedback Loop

The next pot of tea starts a story that is just beginning to be written.  It is a small part in the development of a whole new relationship with energy.  It is a relationship that not only gives us what we need for heat but also regenerates our social and ecological fabric.

Survival Postures challenged us to learn something simple and practical but also necessary for survival.  We are a long way from the point where we will no longer have to rely on destructive forces to live our lives.  You have to start small.

So we built a mini cook stove.  It is just two soup cans, one nested in the other, with some holes drilled in them.  You can fill it with just about any dry organic matter - even things that are often considered waste - wood chips, paper, cardboard, straw from grass, etc.  

The simplicity of it shouldn't hide the fact that it is cleverly designed.  By controlling how the material is burned through the arrangement of the cans and the size of the holes it doesn't actually burn what you put into it directly.  Instead it heats up this material to the point that some of it becomes a gas.  This gas is then channeled to the top of the stove where it is burned.  

The result is a clean and efficient burn with little to no smoke.  When the stove goes out you are left with charcoal.

This charcoal is the key.  It can be added to gardens to dramatically improve soil fertility.  It is also extremely stable and will last thousands of years.  This stability makes charcoal a carbon sink that can help reverse global warming. 

It is a simple design that can be easily built by people in our own communities.  The fuel used in it can be processed with simple machines that could be part of a small business.  The principals behind how the stove works can be used to develop technology that not only cooks our food and heats our homes but also runs our tractors and other equipment.         

What would it mean if communities could locally produce their own energy?

Warming a pot of tea on one of these stoves involves a much more diverse feedback loop than a stove that uses natural gas.  It supports the people around us and enriches the soil from which we are fed.  It is a loop that we can understand and control.  It is a loop that as it grows will leave us with more - not less.  This is the promise of living within regenerative systems.  

