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Introduction
   "Political ecology" is one theme this program seeks to understand.  Most of our work centers on reading, writing, and numerical analysis.  In addition, however, we want you to see, in the field, examples of the things we're discussing.  The field work assignment thus develops the concept of political ecology in a different way that we think is essential for your own thinking and understanding.

Political ecology focuses on how humans can and should organize themselves to know, create, distribute, and use the material and aesthetic components of the biosphere to satisfy human needs and wants.  Political ecology is not an answer to environmental questions but rather a method of analyzing issues involving human interactions with nature.

In the Pacific Northwest (PNW), humans use a wide range of resources in the environment, including but not limited to the forests, soils and water for agriculture and aquiculture, wildlife, minerals, and energy resources.  Part of the human economy is based directly on natural resources found in the region, and other parts are located here only for convenience or by historical accident, not necessity.

(Question: Can you name three industries that are based on direct extraction of natural resources from the PNW and three that are not based on the direct use of natural resources?  Provide examples from your home if you are new to the PNW.)

Western Washington has two general types of resources that have for millennia been important to the humans who settled in the area: forest products and fish.  Native Americans and later immigrants from the United States and elsewhere all harvested a variety of forest products and fish in order to sustain their own lives and to promote the prosperity and viability of their communities.  Forest products and fisheries continue to this day to be vital industries in the PNW.

All human uses  of the PNW forests and fish resources (all cultures, all time periods, without exception) changed the environment.  Thus it is impossible to conceive of humans living in this area, or any other area for that matter, without affecting the other plants and animals with which we share the space.  Some key questions in political ecology therefore are

(1) What is the nature of the changes?

(2) Do we like the consequences of the changes?

(3) If we don't like the consequences, what can we do about the way we are living?

The fundamental importance of Net Primary Productivity (NPP)
A key concept in political ecology is that humans, in order to survive, must find a method to harvest solar energy.  Sunlight is for most ecosystems the only source of energy of any consequence.  Green plants capture solar energy in the process of photosynthesis and use that energy to make plant tissues (leaves, roots, stems, and so forth).  Net primary productivity is the amount of energy fixed in photosynthesis above and beyond the energy needed by the plant to support its own life.  When you look at plants, what you see is the NPP.  You never directly see the energy fixed in photosynthesis but used by the plant for its own needs.  (See Miller, p. 32, for discussion on this topic.)

The foundation of all animal life is based on the use of those plant tissues.  Herbivores are animals that survive by feeding directly on plant tissues.  Carnivores are animals that survive by feeding on herbivores.  Some animals, including humans, are omnivores that consume plant tissues, herbivores, and carnivores.

(Question: Can you name at least three plants, three herbivores, and one carnivore that are frequently eaten by people?)

For humans, most consumption of plants is derived from agriculture.  We consume the NPP of plants directly, for example when we eat bread (wheat grains) and rice.  We also consume NPP indirectly, for example when we eat the meat of animals that have fed upon grains such as maize (corn), unless of course you are a vegetarian.  Humans also consume NPP in other ways, for example when we harvest forest trees to make houses, paper, and a myriad of other products.

During fall quarter, you will see both the phenomenon of NPP and the impacts of human harvests of NPP.  A key set of connections you will need to make is the following:

NPP is an ecological process and is studied with ecological methods.  The harvest of NPP is a political economic process that has geographical, ecological, and sociocultural dimensions.  You should learn to see the harvest of NPP as a landscape and cultural phenomenon and a key link between ecological and political economic processes.
The Assignments from Field Trips
During each of our two field trips, we will visit specific locations that illustrate particular features of we will refer to as "the endless quest of human beings to capture NPP."  Your job will be to understand where we were, what we saw, and how what we saw relates to the political ecological problem of harvesting NPP.

To this end, we ask that you do three things for each field trip:

(1) Study the Field Trip Briefing Paper prepared for each trip before we depart;

(2) Observe and take field notes about the sites we visit on each trip; and

(3) Prepare a two-three page (maximum) report on each field trip that summarizes what you observed and concluded from the trip.  Each Field Trip Briefing Paper will provide special instructions and questions for that trip.

Equipment for the Field Days:

a. Enough rain gear and sweaters to make even a soggy day an enjoyable occasion.

b. Comfortable walking shoes or boots that are good for tramping through wooded areas.

c. A field note book that fits in a shirt or coat pocket.

d. A pencil, or a pen; one that writes in the rain is often very helpful.

e. Appropriate maps, which will be distributed, that will help you understand our route and location.

f. (Optional: for people who wish to delve deeper into knowing the plant species of the lowland PNW forests, see John and he can get you some key references.)

Notes on etiquette for field trips
1. Meet on time for departure, with all necessary supplies well organized.  This is important both at the beginning of the trip and at intermediate stops.

2. Use the restrooms before you get on the vans.  It's good to have liquid for the trip, but don't forget you'll need to get rid of it at periodic intervals.  (As our colleague Pat Labine used to say, “You never own a cup of coffee for very long.”)

3. Work collaboratively and cooperatively with small groups that will be formed on some of the field trips.

4. Please be attentive to the various guides that will help you on the trip; if they ask you to do something, please do so promptly.

5. When we're at a site, remember that other people not associated with the class may be there, too.  They are unlikely to find raucous behavior amusing.

6. Don't take any samples of any sort from the field unless you are certain that you have explicit permission to do so; in most cases you will have explicit instructions NOT to take any samples.
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