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To Orville L. Freeman
1918-2003

Orville Freeman was one of the most remarkable public
servants of the last century. A World War II veteran and
three-term governor of the State of Minnesota, he placed
John E. Kennedy’s name in nomination for the presidency
at the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles in
1960. This chapter of Freeman’s life is described in detail
in Rodney Leonard’s engaging new book, Freeman: The
Governor Years, 1955-1960.

As Secretary of Agriculture from 1961 to 1969, Free-
man was one of three Kennedy cabinet members, along
with Dean Rusk and Stewart Udall, to serve throughout
the eight years of the Kennedy-Johnson administration.
After leaving the Department, he was for many years the
CEO of Business International.

My relationship with Orville Freeman goes back to
the U.S. Department of Agriculture, where I served as his
advisor on international agricultural policy and later as
Administrator of the Department’s technical assistance
agency, known then as the International Agricultural
Development Service. Our official relationship quickly
turned into a close personal one, as he became not only a
mentor, but a friend.

One of the highlights of our years of working together
came in 1965, when we negotiated the reform of agricul-
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tural policy in India following a short harvest induced by
a monsoon failure. This reform revitalized the country’s
agriculture, enabling India to double its wheat harvest in
seven years, going from being the world’s largest wheat
importer to being self-sufficient in wheat.

Thus when I founded the Worldwatch Institute in
early 1974, it was natural to turn to Orville Freeman to
chair the Board of Directors. It could not have been a bet-
ter choice. During our 21 years as Chairman and CEO we
had a close and extraordinarily productive relationship.

Orville Freeman was a football player, playing backup
quarterback on the University of Minnesota’s national
championship team; a Marine who won the Purple Heart
for heroism when leading his unit onto the beach at
Bougainville Island; and a lawyer. He had the dual dis-
tinction of being the youngest governor in Minnesota’s
history, at age 36, and then the youngest U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture, at age 42. On February 20, 2003, the world
lost a great public servant and I lost a lifelong friend.
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where the bubble is most obvious. The overpumping of an
aquifer to expand food production in the short run almost
guarantees a drop in production in the long run. Although
grain production has declined in some smaller countries, it
is now declining in China. Over the last five years, China’s
grain harvest has dropped from 390 million to 340 million
tons—a drop equal to the grain harvest of Canada.

Thus far China has been covering its shortfall by
drawing down stocks, but it can do so for only another
year or two. When China enters the world grain market
for massive imports, it will put heavy pressure on
exportable grain supplies. We will not have to read about
this in the newspapers. We will see the effects at the super-
market checkout counter. Rising food prices may be the
first global economic indicator to signal serious trouble
between us, now 6.2 billion, and the earth’s ecosystem.

The scope of Plan B has been limited so that it will be
short enough to be read by busy people. There is, for
example, no chapter on biological diversity. Yet the prin-
cipal policy recommendations—stabilizing population
and stabilizing climate—are central to protecting the
diversity of life. The traditional approach of protecting
biological diversity by fencing off land as parks or pre-
serves, as valuable as that is, is not enough. If we cannot
stabilize population and if we cannot stabilize climate,
there is not an ecosystem on earth we can save.

Nor do I deal with water pollution in any detail. I
have concentrated on the emergence of water scarcity as
a defining issue of this new century. To the extent that
water pollution is reducing the usable supply of water, it
is further exacerbating emerging scarcity.

And I have not included environmental education. My
good friend Ray Anderson, CEO of Interface, urged that
I promote environmental education, especially in busi-
ness schools. Ray is right. We desperately need to pro-
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duce a generation of environmentally literate business
and financial leaders for tomorrow, but it is my hope that
today’s business leaders will hear the call to greatness
outlined in Plan B and respond to it.

And finally, my apologies for using material that I
published earlier in articles, Eco-Economy Updates, and
even in my last two books. I think it was Ken Galbraith
who said, “Self-plagiarism is an indulgence of authors
that publishers ought not to tolerate.”

It is time to redefine security. Ironically, on September
11,2001, I was in New York to give a luncheon talk on Eco-
Economy to the science and environment staff of the New
York Times. Needless to say, that talk was never delivered.
The shift in attention from environmental issues to terror-
ism that began on that fateful date continues to this day.

The basic point of Plan B is that our principal threats
are now more environmental than military. Terrorists are
a threat. But the destruction wrought by terrorists is like-
ly to be small compared with the worldwide suffering if
the environmental bubble economy collapses.

And, finally, I do not have the credentials for writing
this book. Nor do I know anyone who does. But someone
had to give it a try.

Lester R. Brown

Earth Policy Institute
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