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Thinking Seven Generations Ahead
The founding “fathers” of the US envisioned life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but had 
little idea of what was to come. Since that time, we’ve seen the continent's landscape change 
dramatically: culturally, politically, ecologically, and economically. Today, the social and 
technological foundation of the society has outstripped the law itself. It’s time to amend the 
Constitution to preserve “the commons” for all of us. It’s time for a Common Property, or 
Seventh Generation, amendment to the US Constitution.
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The Constitution’s preamble declares as one of its 
purposes securing “the Blessings of Liberty, to ourselves and 
our Posterity.” Shouldn’t those blessings include air fit to 
breathe, water decent enough to drink, andland as beautiful for 
our descendants as it was for our ancestors? Instead, US public 
policy has come to reflect short-term interests, fiscal years, and 
“deficit reduction” programs while being increasingly absent 
of any inter-generational perspective. That long-term view is 
crucial to our wellbeing and a valuable role for democratic 
government. Without it, what is collectively ours —oceans, 
air, rivers, water, forests, public lands —is often pilfered or 
degraded by private interests.

The Exxon Valdez oil spill disaster is one example of the 
destruction of common property by private interests. An 
accident, and we hope the exception. The rule, however, is 
chilling.

Consider the challenge of industrial fishing. Seafood 
conglomerate Tysons and its factory trawlers work inside the 
US 200-mile limit of the North Pacific Ocean. Tysons’ nets 
plunder the ocean with an “economic efficiency” that leaves 
little behind. One net can hold up to six jumbo jets in its grasp, 
and such fleets now dominate the industry. With 38,000 
registered commercial fishing vessels on the seas, it’s ironic 
that only 60 boats bring in 21 percent of the total US catch. 
More ironic is the waste. Factory trawlers annually waste 580 
millions pounds of fish, in the North Pacific alone, tossed 
dead-as-a-door-nail back into the ocean.

In the past decade, we’ve seen the collapse of the Atlantic 
haddock, salmons, and soon pollack stocks, all largely because 
of “over fishing” and factory trawling. That collapse put 
thousands of people out of work inCanada, costing US 
taxpayers millions in economic aid. The impact will last 
decades, if the fish recover at all. The question might be asked: 
“What right does the factory trawling industry have to cause 

Here’s another example: Dow Chemical, Monsanto, 
Dupont, and dioxin. Dioxin is a true 20th-century child. Its 
chemical family was created by Herbert Dow in the 1900s and 
later begat that household savior, chlorine bleach. Subsequent 
offspring have included most pesticides, solvents, and 
plastics. Dioxin now appears throughout our economy and 
food chain. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has 
known of dioxin’s serious health consequences since the early 
1970s but has taken limited action, largely because of 
lobbying by groups like the Chlorine Council, the industry’s 
advocacy group. A huge EPA study begun in 1992 was 
released this year, and reveals that the problems are worse 
than anticipated.

Nearly everyone in the country is already carrying what is 
called a “body burden of dioxin” 500 times greater than that 
carcinogen’s “acceptable risk” level. Dioxin can be 
considered a sort of environment hormone that ravages the 
endocrine system, distorting cell growth. In men, dioxin 
elevates testosterone levels, reduces sperm count and leads to 
increased rates of diabetes. In the last 50 years, sperm counts 
declined by more than 50 percent, while testicular cancer 
tripled.

In women, dioxin seems to prompt endometriosis, a 
painful uterine disorder that now afflicts 5 million women a 
year. Dioxin exposure is linked to breast cancer, which more 
than doubled since 1960. Pregnant women are especially 
vulnerable, since the daily level of dioxin intake is enough to 
cause long-term fetal damage, prompt birth defects, disrupt 
sexual development, and cause immune system damage.

If you live in the Great Lakes region, your dioxin body 
burden may be two to three times greater than that of someone
living on the West Coast. Weather patterns and chemical 
plant clustering produce this additional exposure. Dioxin is a 
fat-soluble chemical, bio-accumulating up the food chain. For 
example, fish from Lake Michigan show levels of dioxin over 
100,000 times higher than the surrounding water, plants, and 
sediment. However, two-thirds of the average US citizen’s 
exposure to dioxin comes from milk, cheese, and beef, a 
result of cows eating contaminated crops.

What’s the problem? Environmental laws of today are 
outstripped by the poisons in our air, water, and land, and 
their cumulative impacts. We are facing a “catch up” situation 
at best, and most frequently there is no cumulative or long-
term policy protection. We don’t even know what the 
combined impact of a complicated chemical soup is on our 
bodies, in our ecosystem, or on future generations. Public 
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We need a Seventh Generation Amendment to ensure 
the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity. The 
Fifth Amendment (we hope) preserves our rights to 
private property, and the protection of that property. The 
US legal system needs to establish a clear distinction 
between private property and common property. And both 
must be defended vigorously. If private property has 
found safe haven in the Fifth Amendment, where is 
common property equally protected?

Common property resources are those that aren’t or 
can’t be owned by an individual or a corporation, but are 
held by all people. These “Blessings of Liberty” 
envisioned in the US Constitution should be used or 
enjoyed only in ways that do not impair the rights of 
others — including future generations — to use or enjoy 
them. This is perhaps best reflected in the Iroquois 
Confederacy’s philosophy: We must consider the impact 
of a decision made today on the impact on the Seventh 
Generation from now.

The rights of the people to use and enjoy air, water, 

and sunlight are essential to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. These most basic human rights have been 
impaired by those who discharge toxic substances into the 
air or water, thereby taking away life, liberty, and the 
ability to pursue happiness. These rights are also damaged 
by those who cause our fish population’s crash or who 
destroy our oceans. Such “taking” must be recognized as a 
fundamental wrong in our system of laws, just as a taking 
of private property is a fundamental wrong.

A Seventh Generation Amendment, or Common 
Property Amendment, to the US Constitution could state, 
“The right of citizens of the United States to use and enjoy 
air, water, sunlight, and other renewable resources 
determined by the Congress to be common property shall 
not be impaired, nor shall such use impair their 
availability for the use of future generations…”

It’s hard to imagine that those who framed the US 
Constitution could have imagined the US at the 
millennium. It’s harder yet to imagine what we’ll pass on, 
if we don’t think of the Seventh Generation from now.


