
September 2020: COVID-19  

We are now entering the eighth month where COVID-19 has 
acted as a prominent force in our daily lives. During initial lockdowns, 
consumer activity decreased dramatically as people remained indoors. 
City residents began to see how wildlife and ecosystems respond to a 
day to day that is not dominated by human activity. People started to 
share surprising appearances of cougars and boars in the depopulated 
city streets on social media with captions of “the Earth is healing,” 
“Natural wildlife is returning home,” and “We are the virus.” This led 
to the creation of a widespread internet meme mocking some of the 
original posts that turned out to be false, as well as poking fun at the 
absurdity of the belief that a virus is needed to quell anthropogenic 
environmental damage. The mindset that humans are plaguing the 
Earth due to overpopulation is a focal point of the ecofascist move-
ment, which is an environmental movement based on a platform of 
white supremacy and anti-immigration. Ecofascism is used as an ex-
cuse to target marginalized groups and then rebrand the discrimination 
and racism as “ecofriendly,” instead of addressing concerns of con-
sumerism and the lack of environmental regulation.      

Although the nationwide lockdowns were expected to last only 
a short time, the way we grocery shop, interact with close friends, and 
celebrate holidays has been drastically altered. This sudden change in 
individual behavior led to a decrease in activity throughout the global 
supply chain. As consumers stayed home and storefronts started to 
close, manufacturing, transportation, shipping, and electricity genera-
tion all dropped, leading to a sudden decrease in greenhouse gas emis-
sions and air pollution. In April, the worldwide amount of carbon di-
oxide created by humans was 17% less than 

Hello F&M! We at the Center for the Sustain-
able Environment are proud to be sending out 
the first Fall edition of our GreenMail news-
letter. For all new readers, GreenMail is a 
monthly environmental newsletter made up of 
student-written articles. This edition of Green-
Mail focuses on the relationship between 
COVID-19 and the environment. Our articles 
discuss COVID-19 and sustainability, the 
small farmer’s experience during the pandem-
ic, and how environmental issues can increase 
the frequency of pandemics. Thank you for 
reading!  
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“With everyone on lockdown, the Lime scooters are fi-
nally returning to the river. Nature is healing, we are the 
virus,” sparking the viral meme where social media users 
post pictures of dinosaurs in Times Square, giant crabs in 
Maryland, and cows on the beach with the caption “We 
are the virus” (Felton, 2020).  
 While these tweets are harmless and were provid-
ing some comedic relief during an unprecedented time of 
isolation and economic distress, the idea of human beings 
plaguing the Earth touches on the premise of ecofascism. 
This concept is commonly noted as the use of an authori-
tarian government to enforce environmentally friendly 
practices; it is continually used to suggest that overpopu-
lation is the cause of environmental damage (Hijazi, 
2020). This creates a concerning narrative which sug-
gests that human life, particularly marginalized commu-
nities and people of color, should be sacrificed in order to 
protect the planet from anthropogenic changes (Newton, 
2020). Many individuals believe that the human popula-
tion has a natural carrying capacity -- a biological con-
cept that a species' population will eventually grow too 
large to be supported by their environment -- and once 
this threshold is crossed there will be catastrophic envi-
ronmental consequences (Arrow et al, 1995). Ecofascists 
think that the human population has already exceeded 
our carrying capacity, and their answer to the question of 
how to reduce overpopulation is targeting people of color 
through government policy and propaganda advocating 
for sterilization and genocide.  

This mindset wrongfully equates environmental 
degradation to population demographics and immigra-
tion. A study from 2017 found that only 100 companies 
have been responsible for 71% of greenhouse gas emis-
sions since 1988, leading one to the conclusion that un-
regulated industry practices are the primary force behind 
the climate crisis (Riley, 2017). Additionally, the ecolog-
ical response to nationwide quarantines reflects more up-
on consumerism than population size. Since economic 
activity decreased as people remained home, harmful ac-
tivities such as overconsumption and poor manufacturing 
procedures grinded to a standstill. This in turn allowed us 
to see a temporary decrease in air pollution, greenhouse 
gas emissions, and an improvement in water quality. The 
COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the exclusionary men-
tality that is present in environmentalism; bringing to the 
forefront the question of why people, predominantly 
those in wealthy western nations, blame others for envi-
ronmental damage instead of examining their own con-
sumerist behaviors.     

the amount of emissions from April 2019 (Le Quéré et al, 
2020). However, as society returned to some sense of 
normalcy, emissions slowly climbed back to regular lev-
els. Sean Sublette, a meteorologist from Climate Central, 
compared the temporary dip in carbon dioxide emissions 
to filling a bathtub. Instead of filling a bathtub at full 
speed, at a certain point, the water is turned down slight-
ly by 10%. However, this reduction in the water only 
lasts for a short period of time and then the faucet is 
turned back to full capacity. Essentially, it overall has no 
effect on the filling of the tub (Calma, 2020). This brief 
cutback of emissions is only a temporary effect of the 
stay at home orders that sheds light on the dramatic influ-
ence that consumer behavior has on the environment.  
 With the reduction of consumer activity and fami-
lies staying home, many wild animals felt safe enough to 
explore large metropolitan areas. Wild boars were spot-
ted in Haifi, Israel, dolphins were seen swimming in the 
Bosporus near Istanbul, Turkey, and cougars were roam-
ing the streets of Santiago, Chile (BBC, 2020). Images of 
these animals were widely shared on social media with 
the sentiment that nature is healing itself now that hu-
mans are remaining indoors. There were also several 
false reports of dolphins in the canals of Venice, or ele-
phants getting drunk on corn wine in someone’s back-
yard in China (Daly, 2020). As these images continued to 
be shared, one Twitter user decided to poke fun at some 
of these heartwarming photos by posting an image of 
rideshare scooters in a river with the caption,  
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Alongside almost all other daily aspects of our 
lives, the COVID-19 global pandemic has unsurprisingly 
caused trouble for the people that provide us with one of 
our essentials in life. The nation’s farmers. Both big and 
small farms alike have had to combat a number of chal-
lenges throughout the last few months. Although many of 
these challenges are new, the pandemic has also exacerbat-
ed problems that have existed long before the US’s first 
positive cases. For example, the US’s trade war with Chi-
na has led to a decrease in the availability of export mar-
kets, thus leading to oversupply and dropping commodity 
prices. Many farms have also been hit by the closing of 
farmer’s markets across the nation due to public health 
risks. However, In spite of all these problems, people still 
need to get their food at the end of the day. So when 
shelves were empty and people wanted to avoid crowds in 
the heat of quarantine, many people in Lancaster County 
and the rest of the country began to turn to small sustaina-
ble farms to get what they needed.  

Last week I met with Professor Patrick Fleming 
from the economics department at F&M. Together, both 
Professor Fleming and his wife run Verdant View Farm, a 
small farm in Paradise, PA that supplies food to locals, 
offers farm tours, and also serves as a B&B to travelers. 
During our interview, I asked Professor Fleming about 
some of the challenges they faced as a farm during the 
pandemic. He began by talking about how as a small farm, 
they have always struggled to compete against the re-
sources of Big Agriculture. But in some ways, “[running 
the farm during the pandemic] was business as usual… 
[We] still had to feed animals and plant crops”, stated Pro-
fessor Fleming. He further explained to me that as an es-
sential business, their farm has stayed open during the 
pandemic.  

However, one of the biggest changes Verdant 
View has faced had to do with the nation’s meat products.  

SMALL FARMS IN A 
GLOBAL PANDEMIC 
 

BY WILL THOMAN  

Professor Fleming stated that “[early on,] There 
was a run on grocery stores and people buying food in 
bulk. There was a shortage of beef, chicken, and pork in 
the US during the COVID crisis.” Because of this short-
age, Professor Fleming and his wife had many people 
reach out to Verdant View as a local source of meat.  

While this increase in business was met with a 
warm welcome, it brought other problems to light as well. 
One such issue was found with the butchers. In both Lan-
caster and the rest of the nation, butchers were slammed 
due to the increased demand for meat in addition to staff-
ing issues. Food processing also requires close contact. 
With that contact comes a higher risk of infection and thus 
more workers calling out sick. “That was the bottleneck in 
the meat industry in the US”, Professor Fleming told me.  

And as if there weren’t enough challenges, there’s 
also the issue of getting food into people’s hands. Big Ag, 
as Professor Fleming calls it, is very efficient and can get 
food to people quickly, cheaply, and conveniently. Most 
small farms in America don’t have the resources to com-
pete at this level. They have to go a little further. In spite of 
the growing interest for food from small sustainable farms 
like Verdant View, the pandemic has reminded small farm-
ers of the incredible difficulty of getting food into people’s 
hands affordably and efficiently. As Professor Fleming 
told me, it takes more work on the side of the customer to 
come to the farm and pick up their products.  
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Professor Fleming and his wife have also been 
making progress in streamlining the delivery, picking up, 
and the packing of their food. Farm Co-ops, or an organi-
zation of farmers who pool their resources together to sell 
their products, are also incredibly helpful for getting food 
to people.  

In spite of these issues, there still is a positive to all 
of this. Although some of the new customers may have 
gone back to the grocery stores after shelves began to fill 
back up, many decided to stick with the local farm. Profes-
sor Fleming believes that customers were very satisfied to 
work with Verdant View to directly get their food. He also 
estimates that around 50% of  their new customers have 
stuck with them. And I can see why! You get to support a 
fantastic local business and build a close relationship with 
a farm that is providing fresh, sustainably produced food 
to the local community.  

I would encourage all readers to consider starting a 
relationship with a local farm. Also make sure to find your 
way to Verdant View when improvements in the pandemic 
allow it. In addition, Lancaster’s own farmer’s co-op, 
Fresh Farms Lancaster, is a great resource for getting sus-
tainable food products. I would also like to thank Profes-
sor Fleming for his time and insight into the local farmer’s 
experience throughout the ongoing pandemic.  

 

Photo Credit: Vinny Tennis. Lancaster Online (link) 
 

DISEASE AND THE  
ENVIRONMENT  
 

BY JEREMIAH KAPLAN  

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced society to 
adapt in a high stakes situation. We have rethought our 
schools, businesses, social interactions, public policies, 
and every other aspect of our lives. To most people, it 
seems that the virus came out of nowhere to hit our unpre-
pared world. But to epidemiologists, the threat of a global 
pandemic was rising to the point of inevitability. In his 
2012 book Spillover: Animal Infections and the Next Hu-
man Pandemic, author David Quammen explores various 
zoonotic diseases, or diseases that originate in other ani-
mals and are spread to humans (Quammen, 2012). Even in 
2012, Quammen warned his readers about the “Next Big 
One”. Increasing contact between animals and humans due 
to environmental changes is creating opportunities for ani-
mal viruses to jump to humans. Habitat modification, cli-
mate change, and urbanization are three key processes in-
creasing the frequency of disease spillovers to humans- 
and as a result, more global pandemics are likely to come.  

 
Habitat Modification 

 

 In the study of emerging diseases, the term 
“spillover” refers to the process of a highly prevalent path-
ogen in one species (called the reservoir species) spread-
ing to a different species (Power & Mitchell, 2004). While 
a natural occurrence, the frequency of spillovers can be 
altered by human activity. Habitat modification is one ex-
ample: as habitats change in size and quality, contact and 
interactions between species change, resulting in higher 
chances of a spillover. In 1997, a forest in Indonesia was 
burned to clear land for agriculture, forcing a species of 
bat to relocate to a small village in Malaysia. Less than a 
year later, pigs and their farmers began dying to an un-
known respiratory illness, later identified and named 
Nipah virus (Daniels, 2019). It was found that the bats 
were feeding on fruit that would fall into pig pens. The 
pigs would eat the scraps, ingesting the infected bat saliva 
and falling sick; the virus was amplified in the pigs and 
spread to human farmers (Daniels, 2019). Complex spe-
cies interactions such as these illustrate the connection be-
tween anthropogenic environmental damage and the 
spread of infectious diseases. 

https://lancasteronline.com/lanclife/a-day-in-the-life-of-a-sixth-generation-lancaster-county-farm-visiting-verdant-view/article_1af3607c-e5df-11e9-869f-b7fb5218bbcd.html
https://farmstayus.com/farm/verdant-view-farm/)


Climate Change 
 

Another way our environmental impact can lead to the 
spillover of diseases is through climate change. Average 
temperatures are rising, and events such as droughts and 
floods are increasing in frequency (NASA, 2020) As a re-
sult, animals are forced to migrate to new habitats to avoid 
overheating and find resources such as food, water, and 
dry land (Welch, 2017). These migrations force animals 
into proximity with previously disconnected species, and 
the interactions between organisms change. Similarly to 
deforestation, these changes increase the risk of disease 
spillover.  

Warmer global temperatures also increase infectiv-
ity and transmissibility of microbes. For example, a 2017 
study found that warmer sea-surface temperatures directly 
increase populations of cholera, a deadly bacteria that 
thrives in seaside communities. In addition to the microbes 
themselves, warmer temperatures and increased rainfall 
result in growing populations of disease vectors (Polgreen 
& Polgreen, 2017). A vector is an organism that spreads a 
pathogen from one animal to another. A common example 
of a vector is a mosquito or a tick. (World Health Organi-
zation, 2020) These small insects thrive in wet and warm 
conditions, which is a common consequence of climate 
change. Reducing the anthropogenic causes of global 
warming, such as fossil fuel emissions, will benefit both 
the environment and public health simultaneously.  
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Urbanization 
 

 Urbanization is the third factor responsible for an 
increased risk of emerging diseases. The intense urbaniza-
tion of our society in the past 200 years has increased our 
contact with each other, allowing diseases to spread more 
quickly. The more dense a population is, the easier it is for 
a disease to spread within it (Hassell et al., 2017). In addi-
tion, animals that are able to adapt to an urban environ-
ment are often in closer contact to humans than those in a 
nonurban environment. The bubonic plague illustrates 
both of these principles. By the 14th century, European 
cities were growing rapidly. High densities of people liv-
ing in close proximity to rats allowed the bacteria Yersinia 
pestis to spread on fleas carried by rats, thriving on the 
poor sanitary conditions of the urban areas (Gould, 2011). 
While these conditions have improved significantly since 
the 1300s, urban centers still serve as amplifiers of diseas-
es.  

In addition to urbanization, global food production 
and distribution can lead to disease spillovers. The live-
stock industry has become a source of zoonotic diseases as 
a result of poor conditions of animals and increased prox-
imity to humans. Livestock are frequently raised in incred-
ibly dense populations with poor sanitary conditions (Otte 
et al., 2007), similar to the conditions of Europe leading 
up to the bubonic plague. In many Asian countries, wet 
markets pose a threat to public health. Wet markets are 
large and dense outdoor collections of stalls selling fresh 
meat and seafood, including live animals (Webster, 2004). 
These often facilitate the convergence of many unrelated 
species in unsanitary conditions, with humans in close 
proximity. As a result, multiple strains of bird flu have 
originated in U.S. poultry markets, and in 1997 a strain of 
H5N1 in a Hong Kong wet market killed 18 people 
(Webster, 2004). The 2002 SARS epidemic was hypothe-
sized to originate in a wet market, and the sale of palm 
civets was banned in 2004 after the presence of a SARS-
like coronavirus was found in wet market populations 
(Webster, 2004). These examples demonstrate the in-
creased risk of spillover in the food production industry. 
Rethinking the way we raise and sell animals is vital to 
both the preservation of the environment and public 
health.  

https://today.duke.edu/2019/12/singapore-conference-explored-global-threat-nipah-virus)


Risk Mitigation 
 

Dr. Aaron Bernstein serves as the director of Harvard’s 
Center for Climate, Health, and the Global Environment. 
In a recent digital interview, Dr. Bernstein outlined steps 
we can take as a society to prevent risks of zoonotic dis-
eases in the future (Bernstein, 2020). Top on his list is the 
support of public health leadership and science. Our best 
course of action when dealing with a public health crisis 
such as COVID-19 is to fund research and use scientific 
literature to institute policy. Closely relating to this first 
point, Dr. Bernstein also emphasizes the importance of 
taking climate action, including reducing deforestation 
rates, decreasing the output of air pollution, and the switch 
from fossil fuels to clean and renewable forms of energy. 
Fighting climate change is imperative to the mitigation of 
future emerging diseases. The final point Dr. Bernstein 
makes is to rethink our current agricultural practices in 
order to reduce the spread of diseases. Not only would this 
reduce the chance of a spillover, but it would have benefits 
to water availability, habitat preservation, and the fight 
against climate change (Bernstein, 2020). 

It is imperative that we recognize the relationships 
between environmental and public health issues. Clearly, 
emerging diseases are closely linked to large societal chal-
lenges, including habitat modification, climate change, and 
urbanization. These are not easy issues to address, but 
there is unquestionable work to be done that can benefit 
many of these challenges at once. In order to solve these 
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growing crises, we need to rethink our environmental 
practices and policies. Doing so would have significant 
benefits to both environmental and public health issues 
that we will be struggling with for many generations to 
come.  
 
 

For more information, Spillover: Animal Infections and 
the Next Human Pandemic by David Quammen is an in-
formative book that explores connections between our en-
vironmental problems and emerging diseases (Quammen, 
2012). 
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