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EARTH DAYS: AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
Monday, April 19, 2010
9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS

– Film Traces the Origins of the Modern Environmental Movement –
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	Workers prepare for the first Earth Day. 
Credit: John Sotomayor/The New York Times/Redux  


What we were trying to do is to create a brand new public consciousness that would cause the rules of the game to change … it was wild and exciting and out of control — and the sort of thing that lets you know you’ve got something big happening.

− Denis Hayes, National Coordinator, Earth Day 1970 
In “Earth Days,” acclaimed director Robert Stone (“Oswald’s Ghost,” “Guerrilla: The Taking of Patty Hearst”) traces the origins of the modern environmental movement through the eyes of nine Americans who propelled the movement from its beginnings in the 1950s to its moment of triumph in 1970 with the original Earth Day and to its status as a major political force in America. Drawing heavily on eyewitness testimony and a wealth of never-before-seen archival footage, Stone examines the revolutionary achievements — and missed opportunities — of a decade of groundbreaking activism. The result is both a poetic meditation on man’s complex relationship with nature and a probing analysis of past responses to environmental crisis. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “Earth Days” airs Monday, April 19, 2010, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS, with a repeat broadcast on Friday, April 22, 2010, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET.
“Earth Days” interviewees represent a diverse cross-section of American life and politics. Among them are former Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, renewable energy pioneer Hunter Lovins, biologist Paul Ehrlich, former Republican congressman Pete McCloskey, Earth Day organizer Denis Hayes and Apollo Nine astronaut Rusty Schweickart. They each reflect on their personal awakening to an environmental crisis and the unprecedented movement that grew out of their response to that crisis.

Says Stone, “When I was in 7th grade, I made my very first documentary as part of a school science project for Earth Day. It was little Super-8 film called ‘Pollution.’ In many ways I feel that everything I’ve done professionally from that day to this has led me to the making of this film.”
In the 1950s, a small group of scientists began to document the impact of technology on the Earth’s ecosystem. Within a decade it seemed to many Americans that the post-war dream of a better world brought about through science, technology and economic growth — the American dream — was turning into an unfathomable nightmare. 

By 1970, the stakes could not have been higher. Exponential and unstoppable growth in environmental pollution was taking place on a number of fronts. The world’s human population had nearly doubled since World War II and was set to double again by the year 2000. Mass starvation was predicted by the end of the decade. Ninety percent of America’s rivers were heavily contaminated with industrial pollution, agricultural run off and human waste. Breathing the air in Los Angeles was equivalent to smoking two packs of cigarettes a day. Dangerous pesticides, such as DDT, had brought the American bald eagle — the nation’s symbol — to the brink of extinction.

National concern about the environment crystallized on April 22, 1970, when 20 million Americans from all walks of life — 10 percent of the U.S. population — mobilized in a dramatic show of support for a cleaner environment. Earth Day aroused a political force that ushered in an explosion of new laws and regulations, including the Clean Air Act and the Clean Water Act, the first legislation of its kind.

By 1972, Congress passed the Endangered Species Act, established the Environmental Protection Agency, enacted the first fuel efficiency standards for cars, phased out the use of pesticides like DDT and numerous other initiatives. Sensing the public mood, many corporations, too, pledged to be more environmentally responsible. The president of the Ford Motor Company stated that he hoped to be mass-producing electric cars by 1975.

In 1979, a national energy crisis propelled environmental issues further into the mainstream. In response, President Jimmy Carter outlined his plan to reduce oil imports and improve energy efficiency. He encouraged Americans to scale back their energy use and installed solar panels on the roof of the White House. He invested in renewable energy research, which he hoped would allow for 20 percent of U.S. energy coming from renewable resources by the year 2000.

But as the political landscape shifted, the very solutions that many activists believed were the most promising came to a halt. Federal funding for energy research was slashed by as much as 80 percent in some instances, which was the case of the Solar Energy Research Institute led by Earth Day organizer Denis Hayes. In 1986, under the Reagan administration, Carter’s solar panels were removed from the White House roof and never replaced.

“We lost 30 years,” renewable energy pioneer Hunter Lovins says in “Earth Days.” “We lost 30 years because both sides ossified into their ideologies, and if we’ve learned anything, we’re in this together. We still have a lot of options — if we haven’t passed the tipping point.”
Nearly 40 years after the original Earth Day, Stone’s eyewitnesses remain dedicated. “Environmental problems emerge out of daily life, and the solutions are also rooted in daily life. We need six billion people to get up and have a different consciousness and do things differently,” says scientist Dennis Meadows. “Is that realistic? Probably not. But it’s at least the hope that I have, that’s what has been able to sustain 35 years of work on this effort and it’s one I’ll keep for the next 10 or 20 years, as long as I’m able to keep working.”
“The environmental movement has come a long way from its start in the 1950s, but we’re still facing many of the same unanswered questions,” says AMERICAN EXPERIENCE executive producer Mark Samels. “Examining the gains — and losses — of this relatively young movement may provide a useful roadmap for the future.”
■ The AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Web site (pbs.org/amex) provides students, educators and lifelong learners with an ever-growing library of free and trusted American history resources. More than 1,650 features, including primary source documents, video clips, photographs, timelines and bibliographies, are indexed online and connected to dozens of standard U.S. history teaching topics. Each Web page serves as a permanent educational resource, complete with electronic teacher’s guides featuring lesson plans and discussion guidelines. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE’s popular Website for kids, “WayBack” (pbskids.org/wayback), offers engaging resources for pre-teen kids to learn about history. 
Don’t miss selected PBS programs streaming free online, the day after broadcast, on the PBS Video Portal (pbs.org/video/).

AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “Earth Days” will be available from PBS Home Video: ShopPBS.org; 800-531-4727, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
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