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The New Normal:  

Rethinking Our Systems That Are Failing Us 
 
My recent columns focused on the post-pandemic new normal from 
the perspective of an environmentalist concerned with sustainability. 

As the coronavirus stresses the way we live, it exposes the failure of 
many fundamental societal systems ñ healthcare, education, law 
enforcement, criminal justice, forest management. Responding to 
system failures has to be part of our new normal. 
 

America has always been the country offering individual freedom, 
rugged individualism and economic opportunity. Americaõs land and 
climate had plenty for everyone, but it was notn sustainable as the 
population boomed. When things were good, we ignored warnings 
about future problems. Take water, for example. Growing up in rural 
Texas and Arkansas, my friends and I hiked where we wanted without 
fear of trespassing. We swam in rivers and lakes without fear of 
disease. We caught and ate fish without fear of contamination. Now 
we would be shocked to find anyone swimming in the foamy green 
water of the Trinity River at River Legacy.   
 

We see signs telling us not to eat the fish we catch. Many drink bottled 
water because they think itõs safer. We fear hiking through private 
property as gun violence is at record levels. We learn that we eat lots 

of plastic, especially nano-plastic particles, because weõre using more 
plastic than we can remove from our environment. Science magazine 
tells us 30% of birds in the U.S. and Canada have vanished since 
1970.1 Haley Samsel, ACCõs October presenter, informs us on the 
front page of the Star-Telegram that Fort Worth and Arlington have 
paid fines over the years for allowing raw sewage to escape.2  Now we 
find that the Endangered Species Act is being weakened, thus 
challenging the very ecosystem on which life on earth is based. 
 

With so many fundamental systems failing society, how do we start 
fixing things? Some advocate eliminating current systems and starting 
over, e.g., defunding (restructuring) police departments and designing 

a whole new approach to making citizens secure. However good this 
might sound, replacing the old system with a new one requires a 
powerful change agent, is disruptive, and often the new system proves 
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https://science.sciencemag.org/content/366/6461/120
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Parking garage deluxe: 
more cars in less space 
plus acres of cross vine. 
 

Not bad, UTA. 

Giant blue sage 

Carolina sphinx after gorging 
itself on sacred datura for a 
week. Now believed to have 
been transformed into blue jay 
tissue.  

Still flourishing after several 
years living on the edge of  
masses of Texas lantana. Nice. 
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