
Hi, I'm Julia Maxwell and
I'm a graduate fellow for teach outs at the Center
for Academic Innovation at the University of Michigan. We're here 
talking to
two of our experts from the Earth Day at 50 teach
out, Paul and Sarah, and we're going to be
having a conversation with them where we talk about a few of the 
connections
that learners have made between
their two videos. So Paul and Sarah, would you mind both reintroducing
yourselves for our learners? Sure, I'm Sarah Mills, I'm a researcher 
in the Ford School of
Public Policy and also in U of M Graham
Sustainability Institute. Thanks for being here. I'm Paul Draus.
I'm a professor of Sociology at the University
of Michigan, Dearborn. I'm also the Director of the Master's Program
in Criminology and Criminal Justice here
at the Dearborn campus. Wonderful. Thank you so
much for being here. We really appreciate
you taking the time. So we're here today to talk about some 
connections that
learners have made between the two videos that you contributed to the
Earth Day at 50 teach-out. One thing that I saw many learners weigh
in on was they made their preferences very clear between rural and 
urban spaces, both for living and for working. Why, from both of
your perspectives, do you think that people have such strong 
preferences between
rural and urban spaces, and how do you think
that influences sustainability actions? So Paul, let's have you go 
first. Well, that's really a
fascinating question. I think it has to do with the meanings that 
we've
attached to rural and urban. So I've split my life
and career between, I guess, rural and urban spaces. So for myself, I 
don't
necessarily have that dichotomy, but I've become very aware of it, 
especially in this kind of American context where
we associate morality or the country with not only certain types
of physical spaces, but also certain types
of values and ideals, and we've done the same
thing with urban spaces. Now, when you get to
the spaces themselves, I noticed on many more
similarities and connections between the spaces now than I probably 
would have had
based on these kinds of, I guess sort of stereotypical or mythological 
or romanticized or in some cases stigmatized images of rural
spaces versus urban spaces. Therefore. Thank you, Sarah,
do you have any thoughts? I really agree with
what Paul just said. I mean, I grew up in a rural place at the
end of a dirt road, and now I live in



downtown Ann Arbor. I feel like it's
interesting to me, I can definitely see people
seem to pick their tribe. But a lot of my work at the old school has
been actually trying to demystify this idea or counter this idea that 
it is a dichotomy,
urban versus rural. But really is a continuum
because we have lots of thing in between the
most urban areas and the most rural areas. I think we often, when 
you're in one
of those places, you tend to portray
the other place as another and that all urban
areas are similar or all rural areas are
similar and we know that couldn't be
farther from the truth. I think one of the
challenges that I see even on campus is we tend to have a lot people 
who come from an urban place and
so rural is seen as the other and so breaking that notion that all of 
rural America could
be painted in one way. It's really important and I think the opposite 
is true too. I would add to that that these ideas about rural
versus urban are also informed by ideas about
nature and there's idea that the city is somehow
non-natural or artificial and rural areas
are closer to nature. So nature resides in rural areas as opposed to 
urban areas. One of the things
that I've noticed, especially working in
a city like Detroit, is that nature in Detroit
is in some ways less controlled or modified than
much of rural nature is. At the same time, you
see the same types of issues we see in urban areas. So I spent a 
number of
years doing research on substance use in
rural areas of Ohio. So interviewing crack
cocaine users in small towns in Ohio
surrounded by corn fields. So is that then an urban problem? I mean, 
it's a problem
that exists in both of small towns
and large cities. But of course the same
thing happens there where we tend to assign a rural or an urban 
character
to certain types of behaviors the same way
we do with nature. I think that is absolutely
right when we think about energy infrastructure
in rural areas or stability in rural areas, there's often a sensible
what belongs on farm fields like this is a
natural thing and in fact that's a very
managed ecosystem. So much of the biodiversity
has been removed in that. But even in rural areas, the different 
people
that live there, that's what a lot of my



research has been on, apply different value
to that landscape and see what is natural
as quite different. If you're a farmer versus if you moved there 
because you are
getting out of the city. You're in speaking some
other kind of environment. That was really interesting.
Thank you both so much. This is a really nice
segue because Sarah, you talked about how
rural and urban areas they don't exist in a dichotomy, they're 
actually
more on a spectrum, and one of our
learners, Rachel H, was talking about
that same concept, the existence of
life on a continuum. So she says that in the UK, the line between
urban and rural areas have really been blurred by processes like 
counter
urbanization and sub-urbanization. Where do you think
these blurred lines and in-between regions fall within both of your
perspectives on sustainability. Sarah, we'll have you go first. I 
think, so my
confession is that, my PhD, what I'm trained in,
is farmland preservation. So from an urban
planner's perspective, there is so much blurring, and that between the 
rural and the urban into this
low density suburban, urban landscape is the
best that we go for. There's a lot of
challenges within it, and so it is all of that mushiness in-between 
that so much
of our landscape has, but which is not very efficient at getting 
people to where it is that they work, which you had any
workable earthy centers, but also isn't great at providing continuity 
for ecosystem that
poses a lot of challenges. For sustainability, the energy stuff that
I'm working on I think that this is where solar can actually provide
some additional benefit, and to some extent
because a lot of the lowish density
or medium density, I think in-between places
that we might think about can now become energy landscaped. There can 
be other co-benefit associated with
putting solar panels on some of this large backlash that you see in 
this
in-between phases. But I don't know where
I come down I'm like, should we be discouraging
those in-between places? I'd love to hear what Paul
has to say about that. That to me is also a
fascinating question. I actually was just
working on a paper or actually a book
chapter thinking about this idea of drug
infested environments. Which brings with it a whole ecological set of 
assumptions. It's really calling



out an ecological paradigm to say something is infested with drugs. 
What's the logic
operating behind that, and one of the things I
observed was that we don't talk about suburban areas
as being lawn infested. In fact, when you think about why is everybody 
have
lawns that look the same, that's not a natural
thing at all, that's actually
something which is very much a partially market driven, partially 
driven by
taste, by culture, by all kinds of
things, the same way that drug use and
drug markets are. But it gets to the point
that suburban areas, which I think for many
people growing up, they associated with
being so green, being more natural in terms of this continuum
in-between the city and the country when in fact, suburban areas today
are less natural than either many urban areas or rural areas instead 
of more
rural and wilderness areas. The in-between areas I'm
really interested in, and I talked about this
in the Teach-Out segment, is urban areas especially
former industrial areas that have for a variety of reasons being is 
possible to
reintroduce nature, wild nature or nature has already introduced 
itself to these areas if they have been
neglected long enough. You start to see
the reemergence and the assertion of these natural
systems in the cracks and crevices in-between
spaces inside of urban zones that have been
really built out historically. So in Detroit, and not
just Detroit city proper, but in Metro Detroit we have
a lot of these gray areas, gray zones in the
sense that they were industrial zones but have been, for lack of a 
better
word, left fallow, and you see the introduction
or the possibility of reintroducing
habitats connectivity, a green fabric, that can
actually be a resource for residents in those
areas at the same time being a natural resource. Those are the in-
between spaces that I've
been really drawn to thinking about both
because of observing them, and in a place like
Detroit they rub right up against these neighborhoods
where people are living, and so there's this
possibility of a re-imagination of
the relationship between the city and nature. Unfortunately, a lot of
people in the city itself aren't able to see it
in a positive sense because it's so weighted
with neglect and in a very real sense of



institutional abandonment, stigma and danger in
this term blight, which is also interestingly
a natural metaphor. So blight is something which
refers to a plant disease. There are reasons why people
think of the encroachment of nature or nature springing up as a way
they'll talk about it as a form of blight or as a
form of an index of neglect. What I've been interested in is the 
possibility that it
doesn't have to be just that, that it may also be a possibility for 
reintroducing
access to nature in places where people have
basically assumed that it doesn't exist or where
it has been banished. Where do you see ripple effects in urban
communities that are caused by sustainability
accidents in rural communities? I think that one of the
maybe nip conception that a lot of times we see
on the urban side of the rural is that it's
just a bunch of empty space. There's not much going on there, that it 
is all natural or we don't need to
be efficient with land use because we
have so much of it. In the US we do have
a lot of our land, but generally there are some
function going on there. It might be a landscape that we ascribe 
aesthetic value to, this is one of those
cherished landscape, it might be a landscape that has a lot of 
ecological
function to it, it might be a
productive landscape. So I feel like a lot of the debate that we hear 
about where
energy infrastructure, particularly clean
energy infrastructure, fit in rural places, I think has helped to 
elevate
the conversation that like there are people
in rural areas, and there's something
going on in those places, there's some value already there. I think 
that that helps us better understand how important it is to be 
efficient with our land use in
urban places as well. It definitely is
the counterpoint to or just the flip side of
what Paul was just saying. I think the other idea that comes up a lot 
is that
there's a lot of urban areas, right now so much of our
energy infrastructure is not in urban areas and on
the outskirt of urban areas. Because that energy
infrastructure is dirty, it's in particularly
impoverished neighborhood. Getting it is just challenging as my 
segment in the
teach-out said too. You can't just take down the coal-fired power 
plant
and plot solar panels there and get the



same amount of power. What I hear a lot in rural
communities is that why are we exporting power now
to urban communities. What I feel like it helps increase the
conversation that hey, forever these rural community have then 
importing their power. I think it helped underscore the connectedness 
like
our energy infrastructure is all one system. It doesn't have 
boundaries. It doesn't obey these
urban-rural boundaries. It is all connected just like so many of
our other systems. We're really dependent
upon each other. If urban folk
particularly these cities that had passed a 100 percent
renewable energy pledges. They may not have enough rooftop in their 
city boundaries
to be able to meet that. Some of doesn't say that they
shouldn't be doing that. They should be
putting solar panels on as many roofs as they can. But they're reliant 
on some of those rural spaces outside of the city to be able
to reach those goals. I think that just highlights how much we are 
interconnected
on the energy side, on our material side, on water. This has been
something that within at least regional planning
we talked about for a while. That the water that
supplied cities is really the ecological function. Keep maintaining 
good practices in rural areas is really
important because often some water bodies are -- the watershed that 
feed its city are coming through
a whole bunch of rural area. So I think that's where some
of those connections are. Yeah, and if I can speak to that, if you 
think about, for example, Lake Erie has a huge
problem with toxic algae. Which is largely a
problem that's fed by the agricultural chemicals, fertilizers that are 
used
and just basically flow into Lake Erie through
the Maumee River and through that watershed. Interestingly enough, 
that was a massive wetland a
couple of 100 years ago, it was called the Black Swamp. It was 
actually considered to be a very dangerous and deadly
place is full of malaria. So it was considered a great triumph of 
American
civilization when they were able to
subtle the swamp and drain it and
farm all this land. But of course, there is an
ecological price being paid. I loved what Sarah
said about thinking about energy and
also about waste. In Detroit, one of the projects I've been
working on for a number of years is this project to build a park next
to the Rouge River. Thinking about a
polluted watershed. In this very industrialized
area of Detroit, where marathon, petroleum has a refinery and there 



are a number of other
large industries there. It's an area that, is
sometimes referred to as hazard zones or relegation
zones where poor people, often people of color, live in those areas. 
Those are the areas
where industrial or energy production
is concentrated. They bear the burden of that production in the sense 
that we're all using
that petroleum, we're all using that energy. But the pollutants, the
emissions that are produced by its production are not fairly shared 
across
the population. So thinking about how we can undistribute energy
production and also clean up energy production is something which is 
matter of justice and fairness as well as being smart in thinking in
resilience terms. But this also reflects the way our cities were
built out over time. Both in terms of physical infrastructure
but also socially. How people were
socially stratified and geographically confined
in different ways. So in rethinking these divisions
between urban and rural, there's lots of
opportunities to think in more depth about these
interconnections and not assume that they're
just natural course here. In the rural areas
is where you have these types of people and
these kinds of things, and in the urban area you
have these types of things. Yeah, we do have natural areas in the city 
and we do have a lot of very industrial rural
communities too that also bear unfair burdens in terms, if you think 
about pork
production, for example. Everybody in the cities is
eating bacon on everything. But there are rural communities which are 
burdened by lakes of feces which are major
sources of local contamination. So that gets back to me to ecological 
thinking which is thinking about
interconnection. I don't know if you've
been paying attention with the current pandemic and what's going on 
with
rat populations. It's really interesting that urban rat populations 
are now, their food source in many
cases is cut off because they would serve subsist of restaurant waste 
and
things like that. So these rat populations
are moving around and they're also
cannibalizing each other. This becomes a real threat for then people 
who are
living outside, like homeless
populations and so on. Actually for homeowners, if they start coming 
into homes
looking for food. So it's just a reminder as
the pandemic is revealing so many things about our society which



were true all along, but which we didn't look at or we simply took for 
granted. It's revealing this
profound interconnection between all these systems,
human and natural, environments, and through a political and 
infrastructural
types of systems. Sarah, is there anything
that you want to speak to regarding what Paul just said about
interconnectedness? Well, I think this is
something that I touched on a little bit in my teach-out. But this 
idea that I think in energy transition
of moving toward greater sustainability is really an opportunity to
build the bridges between not only these
different aspect of our lives. So the resource stream, and the energy 
stream, and the water stream, and
our infrastructure. But really between urban
areas and rural areas, show how we're all
interconnected. I think one of the senses is that there's some
economic polarization, like what are economy they're based on in these 
two
places are quite different? But honestly moving towards sustainability 
is
showing how together we need the area that provided the resources that 
are available, and the land that's available
in rural areas to be able to sustain what's going
on in urban areas. Similarly, we don't want
to put all of our eggs in the rural basket for food
production, for example. That's something that
Paul talked about. About the opportunity
to have nature be an uplifting thing in urban areas is I
think really important. So I see this as -- highlighting all of
these interconnections, I think really is our opportunity to get away 
from some of
that divisiveness, and polarization, and
show us that we're all part of the same system working towards the 
same goal. Wonderful. Thank you so much. So we've reached
the end of our time here together with
Paul and Sarah. Thank you both so much for giving your time to address 
some of the connections
that learners made. Learners thank you so
much for tuning in to the connecting conversations
chat as part of the Earth Day at 50 teach-out at the
University of Michigan. Thank you. Bye-bye. Thank you. Bye.


