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                 Human Effects on the Natural World in Massachusetts and Montana

The natural environments of both Massachusetts and Montana today are beautiful in wildly different ways.  Massachusetts contains vast forest areas full of mys
tery and magic. Montana, on the other hand, stretches for miles and miles with nothing but pastures and a big blue sky. These serene images were not always this way.  Since the Europeans settled in America, people, climate, and native and non-native species have been changing and shaping our natural world. The European settlers were the biggest contributors to the change in our natural environment. With the European introduction came mining, logging, soil erosion, salinization of soil and water, water pollution, and changes to native and non-native species. Some of these changes happened as a direct result of European settlers, while others happened indirectly. Jared Diamond, in Collapse, and the Harvard Forest use quantitative and expe
rimental based reasoning to show that whether we like it or not, our environment is changing, and not necessarily for the better. Throughout this paper, I will use the information presented by Diamond and articles about the Harvard Forest to support my opinion that it is indeed peoples
 values and way of life that cause the environment to change, but our actions may not have a direct or sudden impact on the environment. As a society we seem to understand this concept. The question remains if the destruction is one hundred percent preventable.  

In Montana, from the eightee
nth century through today, residues from mining operations have been impacting the ground water, rivers, and soil. The residue causes poor health for humans and animals, as well as the destruction of our natural resources. But what are we going to do? There is virtually no reasonable substitute for the metals produced which are an enormous part of Montana’s economy. Stopping production would mean that many jobs would be lost and metals would need to be imported from other country. The damage mining does to the natural environment must happen som
ewhere. 

What does not need to happen is the degree of destruction poorly maintained and abando
n mines are having on the environment. Laws have been put in place to reduce the degree of toxic waste and to ensure that any new mines adhere to strict regulations. For example, “a company opening a new mine is required by law to buy a bond by which a separate bond-holding company pledges to pay for the mine’s cleanup costs in case the mining company itself goes bankrupt”(Diamond, p.36). With this new regulation the old and abandoned mines in the future will still regularly be cleaned and surveyed for any destruction they could be causing. 

The new law is very important as both active and aband
on mines are causing toxic waste to flow into water and soil. There are about 20,000 abandoned mines that are leaking toxic waste, some centuries old. No one can take the responsibility to fix this problem due to lack of funds or death of the previous owners (Diamond, p.36). Without the owners around to bear the responsibility, the toxic leaks will continue to destroy the soil and water until some resistance can be built against these toxins. This is could take millions of years which our society doesn’t have. The new plan for the future will prevent this from happening again, now the experts must find a plan to improve upon the destruction that has already occurred.  

Massachusetts has implem
ented solutions to the deforestation of land across the state. Between 1800 and 1875, sixty to eighty percent of the land was being used for agriculture. The wood the loggers harvested was used to build houses and farming sup
plies. The forest clearing, initiated by the European settlers, caused a 250-year progression that changed the New England landscape and environment. (Foster/ Motzkin, p. 102). Even though the progression of deforestation was initiated by the Europeans, it did not begin with them. The Native Americans used fire to clear their forest before the Europeans came. This clearing did not compare to the Europeans, but it still had an impact. The initiation of the Native Americans fires could have catalyz
ed the rate at which the Europeans destroyed the land, but most of the European settlers cleared the forest by hand to harvest the wood. There seems to be no connection between the impact the Native Americans had on the land to that of the Europeans.   

Today, more than sixty percent of Massachusetts is covered in forest with some towns being close to ninety percent . With one of the highest forest coverage percentages and population density, you may be wondering how we possibly went from sixty to eighty percent of our land used for agriculture to sixty percent of our land forested (Mass Woods). If you think about it, less than 150 years ago the land was being grazed and destroyed by people and animals. Since the industrialization and the Westward Expansion in the19th century, people have moved away from the farms. Not only Massachusetts, but also all of New England has formed into a land where people and trees coexist with minimal destruction.

Montana’s timeline of deforestation looks a lot different the
n Massachusetts. They, like Massachusetts, clear cut their forest. Many trees were cut down causing huge problems for other elements of the natural world. Starting in the Bitterroot Valley in 1886 the clear-cutting of trees caused water temperatures to rise, snow to melt quicker, sediment to runoff, and water quality to decrease. All theses changes to the natural environment caused problems for the people as well. The high water temperatures hurt the fish population, decreasing the food supply. Not only was the fish population decreasing, the fast melting snow caused irrigation problems, decreasing the crop supply. However, unlike Massachusetts, Montana has not substantially regenerated their forest. Trees don’t grow as fast in Montana as they do in Massachusetts, meaning their problems still exist today.  

The lands of Montana are still vast, with little tree coverage. This open space adds a lot of beauty for tourists, but for the future of the state, it is not ideal. The quick melting snow due to lack of shade is causing th
e soil erosion. When soil erosion occurs, many of the rich nutrients found in the topsoil flow away. When the nutrients are gone, plants will no longer grow, creating many problems for society. With the destruction of low lying plants, animal grazing will be diminished, creating a limitation on the meat supply, which is arguably our most important food supply.   

The low-lying plants are also creating their own problem. These small, easily damaged plants provide kindling to the natural and man-made forest fires. These fires are allowing for little regeneration. Without regeneration of the forest, none of the environmental problems will be solved and the smoke will continue to destroy our atmosphere. 

That is not the only element creating the enormous fires we have seen in the past and still see today. With the clearing of the forests debris fell causing more and more kindling. The debris adds to the accumulation of low-lying flammable plants increasing the life span of forest fires. Many areas of the country try to set a time frame for how long a fire can last. But changing what nature wants to do is not always easy or possible, but it may allow people to put more effort into the caus
e.    

Given the fact sited, it is easy to conclude that human interaction with the environment has caused all of these problems.  However, I am going to conclude with  a slightly different theory of why the environment is changing. I consider human interaction with the environment to be a catalyst for a progression that would have happened regardless of our interaction. For example, the toxins that are leaking from the abandoned mines would have leaked from the rocks eventu
ally regardless of human interaction. People may argue this  does not mattered, since this reaction would not have occurred for many, many, many years. This is true, but what isn’t true is that our environment is a static place. With other environmental factors surrounding the mines, could a natural phenomenon eventually create a flow of toxins from the mines? The trees that were cut down by loggers created forest fires. Tests done by Harvard Forest show that if big trees, such as hardwoods were not removed they would have resisted some of the fire and decreased the amount of forest damaged. But how did these trees become fire resistant? Maybe they just came into being this way or they evolved from past events. All these processes take trillions and trillions of years, but are inevitable. 

My point is that yes, humans are changing the environment and having an impact on it, but our values and way of life are making impacts that would have happened eventually.  Through our decisions, we choose how fast we want the environment to spiral towards a new change, which could be livable or not. The environment also has a chance to rebound to its original form like the forest in Massachusetts, or we could let the environment keep progressing and not replenish like Montana. Either way, it seems we will find a way to survive and adapt just as our natural environment has done over the years. Death is inevitable so change is expe
cted.    
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�This sounds like a tourist brochure(!)


�Say:  experimentally-based


�This is a possessive, not a plural 


�Careful – Europeans did not make it to Montana until the early 1800's (in the 19th century).   The mining industry did not really get started until much later than that.  


�Repeated from the first draft:  Why?  Aren't you giving the mining industry a “free pass” here?  Why can't we (through government regulation, perhaps) require that better mining methods be used?





In terms of your presenting your argument, I think it would be better to say something like “Some damage from mining is probably inevitable.  But the consequences of not mining are even more severe.”  Then mention the job losses and need to import the metals we're not mining in this country.  





�Should be: “abandoned”


�Same problem – should be “abandoned” 


�This makes it sound as though the process was entirely intentional.  If you look at what actually happened, it would be hard to say anyone was planning for it to happen that way.  Recall that the abandonment of farms here was mainly caused by the availability of better farm land in areas to the west, and also to the rise of better-paying industrial jobs in developing cities.  


�What farming supplies?  


�What?  I don't know what this means, since the Native Americans' impacts were going on for hundreds of years before the Europeans arrived.  Do you mean that the Native Americans' fires may have made it easier for the Europeans to do even more clearing?  That is possible, I suppose, but I doubt that there was much of a relation there.  And in fact you say there was no connection in the next sentence!  Aren't you contradicting yourself?


�… different from that of Massachusetts.


�Don't want “the” here


�The forest fire issue is actually one where the human impact is very clear.  Starting in the 1970's clear-cutting in national forests was stopped because people did not like the way the clear-cut areas looked.  At the same time the Forest Service developed a management philosophy that tries to put out all forest fires as much as possible.   But that means that dead branches and other debris build up and provide more material for fires to burn.  In the pre-human contact state of the forest, some fires occurred naturally due to lightning strikes, etc.  They burned up much of the extra wood and debris and kept the occasional smaller fires from developing into the huge fires we see today at times.   Human impacts here have definitely changed the scale of forest fires and increased their destructiveness. 


�Perhaps, but the time it would take to erode the rock to that extent would probably be millions of years.  This sounds like a “cop out” to me.  


�Abby,





   I don't agree with a lot of what you are saying here, but I think you have improved the ways you are presenting your point of view.   





Content:  B+





Form:  B+





