PINC.9 – The ultimate weapon of mass distraction

By Rupert Parker Brady, strategist BBK/Door Vriendschap Sterker

“The man who makes the unbelievable possible and the impossible a reality”

This was said of the legendary master magician Fred Kaps, who we saw in action on film during one of the short intermezzos at PINC.9. But it also perfectly characterizes the spiritual father of PINC – Peter van Lindonk, who, for the past nine years, has presented us with a unique bouquet of speakers, brought together in a theatre show in which no detail is overlooked and nothing is left to chance. This makes Peter a unique figure in the congress landscape. You could say Peter is the salt of the earth. In fact, spending the day at Hotel Figi in Zeist is much like the never-ending stream of salt flowing from the fist of magician Fred Kaps. It looks so easy, but appearances can be deceptive. And that certainly goes for the PINC program. Time and again, master-of-ceremonies Peter seems to shake sixteen acts from his sleeve with apparent ease. Until you suddenly realize exactly how much is involved – particularly when Peter explained that one of the speakers had withdrawn the day before the congress, and how he had gone to great lengths to arrange a replacement, who was actually lined up for 2009. Fortunately, Peter’s legendary powers of persuasion kick into overdrive when he is confronted with such challenges, and he can convince even the busiest person to drop everything and travel to Zeist to give an inspiring talk.

How does one describe PINC to someone who hasn’t been there? As I wrote in my report of PINC.8 last year: You have to experience it of your free will to fall under the spell of the inspiring encounters, images, visions and discoveries. Year after year, the audience has grown. And on Tuesday, May 20, the auditorium was filled to capacity with PINC aficionados and newcomers.

The ingenious blend of people and performances on stage opens the minds and spirits of all the managers and policymakers who come in search of creativity. Every presentation offers elements of worldly wisdom and eye-openers that are relevant to your daily work. But only if you keep an open mind and listen carefully to what the speakers have to say.

Take the words of Mark Loizeaux, who heads Controlled Demolition Inc., a company specialized in dismantling the world’s largest structures. Mark has literally faced a thousand fears, but has always remained true to his motto: “I would rather be lucky than good, but I am never lucky. I do not gamble. I never gamble.”

Someone who does seem to gamble is 16-year-old Ben Underwood, who likes to go roller-skating in the street where he lives, even though he has been blind since the age of two. Ben shares a talent with bats: he locates objects around him by making clicking noises and listening to the echoes. “My friends treat me normal, because I am one of them. And that’s what I am: one of them.” His mother, Aquanetta, is the loving mentor of Ben’s remarkable talent to live life as if he can see. She always stimulated her son to observe the world around him. And today Ben take pride in his ability: “You guys see visually, but I can see with my ears.” Ben’s moving story proves that the seemingly unattainable may be just around the corner.

What is also special about PINC are the people who put you on the wrong foot. Edward Kean was introduced as an “iceberg hunter,” which is exactly what he is. Between April and August each year, this bear of a man harvests up to 10,000 icebergs that have broken off the Peterman glacier in Greenland and floated south, melting within weeks. In a good year, Kean harvests about 3,000 tons of ice, which is broken up into about three million bits. But he has no scientific objectives – it’s pure business, because the ice is used to produce vodka and bottled water. It’s not available in the Netherlands, but it sells well in Dubai. This is something you have to get your mind around, because melting icebergs are immediately associated with global warming, rather than big business. But Kean’s slide show, featuring floating ice in all shapes and sizes, accompanied by dry commentary from the iceberg wrangler, definitely shed a new light on the topic. I later saw him autographing bottles of iceberg water for a group of guests.

Also typical of PINC are the enlightened minds who see castles in the sky, but are capable of making their dreams come true. One example is stand-in speaker Aad Breed, an architect from Heerhugowaard, who argued that if we went back to the true cities from before the Second World War, we would have fewer environmental problems.” He argues that cities are places where home and work life are supposed to go hand in hand, where squares are an extension of your living-room, where you can live without oil, where everything is easily accessible without a car,  where the enclosing buildings create a sense of intimacy. In post-war city planning, the need for light and air gained precedence, car ownership became the guiding principle of design, intimacy dissipated, as did the philosophy of urban design. Government institutions sanctioned a policy that aimed to minimize noise and other nuisance by strictly segregating working and residential areas. Breed’s worst nightmare has come true: suburbia and satellite towns would be uninhabitable without oil and gas. Identity, intimacy, and functional integration are the cornerstones of his vision – a pyramidal city covering a minimal surface area and requiring minimal fuel. Your place of work is within walking distance of your place of residence. His car-free, compact city, measuring one square kilometer, can house 100,000 people, living around communal squares, where the enclosing buildings have shops, restaurants and schools. An underground waste incineration plant will provide enough energy to heat this city of the future. A truly intriguing vision, which is more likely to be realized in countries like India or China than the Netherlands, with its many rules and regulations.

Luck often takes a lot of hard work. This is exemplified by Tom Shakespeare, a leading British sociologist and bioethicist who was born with achondroplasia, a hereditary condition that restricts growth. A champion of the emancipation campaign for people with restricted growth, Shakespeare presented impressive arguments relating to the acceptance of differences between people. “A handicap makes you different. But problems only arise when other people don’t understand that difference and prevent you from leading a normal life.” In his presentation, Shakespeare proudly announced that on May 3 the United Nations had finally passed a treaty acknowledging the rights of 20 percent of the world population – those who are handicapped.  But he went on to remind the audience that nobody is free of mutations. “We all have them. But mostly they are hidden within the three billion hereditary letters of our DNA. Most people have to deal with some sort of handicap at some time in their life. But our lives do not revolve around our genetic constitution. We are all born as copies. But we die originals.’

I’d like to round off with some meteorological meditation, proffered by Gavin Pretor-Pinney, founder of The Cloud Appreciation Society, who said: “Look up. Marvel at the beauty and always live with your head in the clouds.” And that is sound advice.

During the congress, Peter van Lindonk commemorated the eco-visionary Eckart Wintzen, who passed away recently. When Peter informed Wintzen of his idea to organize a PINC for kids, the latter expressed reservations, remarking: “I am not so optimistic about the future.” And there is indeed cause for pessimism, but those who have been to PINC cannot deny that there are many positive and inspiring things going on in the world. And it was only logical that the 9th congress featured many initiatives relating to climate and environmental problems. 

I am sure that, in the coming months, many enthusiastic guests will encourage their colleagues and business relations to register for PINC.10 on May 12, 2009. PINC is a wonderful book that you read with growing amazement, and then pass on to others. See you next year.
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