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Phosphorus: too much or too little?

February 3 2011

Ericka Cero Wood's artwork highlights this week's Sustainable Phosphorus
Summit. Credit: Ericka Cero Wood

(PhysOrg.com) -- Fertilizer is rarely an inspiration for an art show, but
this week at Arizona State University (ASU), sustainability, fertilizer and
phosphorus scarcity will provide fuel for creative vision.

The art show, a juried exhibition with works by artists from Phoenix,
Chicago, Portland and Houston, was created in partnership with
scientists engaged in the Sustainable Phosphorus Summit, to take place
Feb. 3-5, 2011, at ASU.
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The summit is funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF).

Phosphate is a type of salt, which is mined for use in industry and as a
fertilizer in agriculture. It is an essential nutrient for life. Without it,
people cannot grow food or build bones.

"We need to be concerned about the emerging threat of phosphorus
scarcity, as well as the impacts of too much phosphorus through run-off
into lakes and oceans," says Matt Kane, program director in NSF's
Division of Environmental Biology, which supports the phosphorus
summit.

Human activities have increased bioavailable phosphorus in the
environment, or phosphorus from runoff, by some 400 percent, but the
demand for it continues to increase. Meanwhile, phosphate available in
mines--the only viable source--is on the decline.

The summit will explore phosphorus as a limited resource. It will bring
together international experts to discuss issues ranging from the
biological importance of phosphorus to concerns about national security.

The accompanying art exhibition will include paintings, photography,
sculpture, multimedia and other innovative approaches to portraying
phosphorus sustainability.

Through conversations with scientists, Arizona artist Patricia Sahertian
developed a series of eight collages that examine phosphorus--from
mining, to use in agriculture, to its eventual recycling in water and waste
streams.

The result, she says, "lays out the budget of phosphorus in the city of
Phoenix in a visual way that everyone can relate to."
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Scientist David Iwaniec, an urban ecologist at ASU, asserts that the most
compelling part of the art show is that it communicates much more than
the basics of the phosphorus sustainability issue. "Introducing the issue is
an important initial step, but the art goes beyond the simple problem of
phosphorus scarcity to show the complexity at play," he says.

Iwaniec contends that artists and scientists, often viewed as immutably
different from one another, gain much from the opportunity to work
together creatively.

The scientist-artist collaborations also led to the incorporation of
biological materials into the works themselves, including corn, sand,
soybeans, switchgrass and snails.

For example, in her work "Our Floating Days" multimedia artist Angela
Cazel Jahn learned to grow crustacean Daphnia and algae from ASU
ecologist James FElser.

Jahn says the work shows that "big problems like phosphorus scarcity
loom ahead."

"What happens next in the story is going to depend on how it is told, and
who is telling it to what audience," Jahn says. "Participants in the summit
will influence that story."
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