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I deplore the crippling fervor with which we allow politics to blind us to those issues that truly affect our lives, suggesting instead turning our efforts to visions for the future. 
First, let me go back 50 years  when on July 20, 1969, nine years after then President John F. Kennedy issued the challenge, "…before this decade is out, of landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to the Earth,” Commander Neil Armstrong and Lunar Module Pilot Buzz Aldrin, touched down in the Sea of Tranquility and after 21.5 hours on the Lunar surface, headed home along with Command Module Pilot Michael Collins and 47.5 pounds of rocks and soil to complete the task.
From around the world, 400,000 people took part in the process, and as Buzz Aldrin said as to the legacy of Apollo, “Human beings can accept a challenge, chart a course, and do remarkable things. Given the desire to do it, humans can do almost anything.”
So what does that have to do with our stewardship over the planet’s limited resources? At the moment, very little it seems. Worse still, we Americans--who pioneered a great portion of the efforts and technologies that led to those tentative footprints in the lunar dust, now find ourselves in many respects on the outside looking in to a world seething with change of which we are neither the agent nor all too often even participants. 
It’s not that we don’t see this and know we must respond, but it seems that human nature, when it’s not out there taking occasional giant leaps for mankind, is content to hang on to the status quo, which means looking for ways to manage change rather than grabbing it by the horns and pointing it in the right direction. 
Before we can begin to deal with the manifold impacts of change, we need to sweep from the table the notion that the solutions we currently employ contain the wisdom of the universe, and instead challenge the very bases on which they stand.  I think this is particularly important in the field of waste management where (for instance) the prevailing vision of recycling—one that has ruled the roost for nearly three decades—may in fact be an impediment to progress in sustainability to which we give so much lip service, and is at last coming into focus. 
For starters—and despite the belief of many who develop public policy—MSW management is not about recycling. First and foremost it is about public health and safety, after which, and only insofar as it doesn’t interfere with this primary responsibility, it has the opportunity to deal with the materials under its stewardship in ways that benefit society…one of which is the protection of the environment. 
Another, and one that is receiving increased attention, is sustainability, which seeks to inculcate a more complete vision of stewardship into our societal conscience. EPA began to adopt this vision into its outreach several years ago in recognition of waste’s position within the materials management continuum. Now, despite efforts to blunt its progress by certain elements within the environmental community, new initiatives involving energy-from-waste activities are springing to life, in some cases leapfrogging pilot programs into full-blown commercial operations. 
EPA estimates on refuse materials show that roughly 4/5 are organic and therefore combustible, offering what amounts to a trillion BTUs (at 6,000 BTUs per pound), that if converted to use equates to the energy potential of nearly 10 billion gallons of diesel or jet fuel. Granted, it’s ridiculous to suggest that any such amount of energy can be converted from materials bound for our landfills, but even if the recapture were only 1% (or 0.1% for that matter) of their BTU potential, the notion that it makes sense to bury them rather than to strip from them what value they contain is equally specious…indeed a direct refutation of our need to derive the maximum benefit from all the materials we consume. So despite the numerous and in some cases severe impediments to progress, energy-from-waste projects are emerging throughout the nation…even California where opposition for some reason has been the stiffest. How successful will these pioneering programs be? No doubt some will succeed while others fail, but to the extent that we see ourselves replacing an increasing portion of today’s waste stream with tomorrow’s value stream, we will have removed a critical impediment to progress in the materials management equation...a genuine step in the direction of sustainability.
Elon Musk's stunt of launching a Tesla toward Mars with his SpaceX Heavy caught my interest. The good news for me is that I Iive in a time of magnificent scientific and technological energy, one of the most intriguing is the focus on sending people to Mars. I have no reasonable expectation of living to see such an event, much less taking part, but I love the efforts in the pursuit, which I think lies at the heart of the human experience. When Neil Armstrong stepped onto the moon, people from around the world were seen to say, not "He did it," but "We did it." 
I unabashedly hope that Elon makes it, and in that same sense, even though it is highly unlikely I will still be around, I will share in the accomplishment.
