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B
y the year 2025 the clim

ate w
ill have 

changed irrevocably, m
ainly as a result 

of greenhouse gas em
issions. The 

tem
perature is predicted to be, on 

average, half a degree w
arm

er and w
ill 

fluctuate to a greater extent. Rainfall 
w

ill have reduced but w
ill also becom

e 
m

ore extrem
e. Resources such as 

energy, w
ater and food im

ports w
ill 

be in shorter supply and transport 
w

ill be constrained; partly as a result 
of clim

ate change but also due to 
regulations aim

ed at preventing global 
w

arm
ing. In this series of im

portant 
and tim

ely books the Edge explore 
the im

pact these changes w
ill have on 

our lives in the future. G
lobal in scope 

and far reaching in its im
plications this 

series exam
ines the significant social, 

environm
ental, political, econom

ic and 
professional challenges that w

e face in 
the years ahead.
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In the W
est w

e have b
eco

m
e 

d
ep

end
ent o

n g
lo

b
alism

 to 
d

eliver p
ro

sp
erity and

 the vantag
e 

p
o

int fro
m

 w
hich w

e no
w

 feel 
ab

le to
 co

nsid
er enviro

nm
ental 

sustainab
ility. Yet that sam

e 
g

lo
b

alism
 is view

ed
 as larg

ely 
resp

o
nsib

le fo
r exceed

ing
 the 

carrying
 cap

acity o
f o

ur p
lanet in 

term
s o

f natural reso
urce extractio

n 
and

 w
aste ab

so
rp

tio
n.

A
cco

rd
ing

 to
 the U

nited
 N

atio
ns the 

stab
ilising

 o
f w

o
rld

w
id

e p
o

p
ulatio

n 
g

ro
w

th, w
hich m

ay p
ro

vid
e the 

o
nly chance o

f living
 w

ithin o
ur 

p
lanet’s reso

urce, fo
llo

w
s fro

m
 the 

harnessing
 o

f lo
w

er lab
o

ur co
sts in 

d
evelo

p
ing

 reg
io

ns and
 p

ro
vid

ing 
them

 w
ith so

m
e lo

cal p
ro

sp
erity. 

A
t present it is the lack of local prosperity that fuels 

those m
inorities w

ho w
ish to disrupt w

orld stability and 
w

ith it any m
anaged process focused on the objective 

of all people having a right to a fair share the w
orld’s 

natural resources.

But w
idening access to prosperity through globalisation 

is increasing com
petition betw

een countries. Those 
w

ith the highest grow
th rates and largest econom

ies 
are already buying up future finite natural resource 
availability through strategic alliances and by playing 
political hardball. Those w

ho lose out w
ill be those 

w
e have not yet developed sufficiently to acquire the 

influence for a piece of the w
orld resource cake as it 

is now
 carved up betw

een the m
ajor players. Their 

frustration at seeing the door to prosperity closed in 
their face w

e ignore at our peril.

G
lobalism

 and Regionalism
 considers the im

pact that 
dw

indling resources and restricted travel w
ill have 

on global com
petitiveness and regional identity. 

C
om

petition betw
een countries is likely to increase. 

W
hilst this m

ay lead to conflict, it could also facilitate 
greater creativity. This in turn w

ill put a prem
ium

 on 
technological advancem

ent and on an ability to respond 
rapidly to change. Sim

ultaneously, regionalism
 possibly 

based on city regions rather than nation states, w
ill 

develop and localities could becom
e m

ore distinctive 
and potentially aggressive.

Those already on the grow
th ladder have their 

developm
ent path m

apped out for them
 courtesy of 

developed countries. They w
ill seek to pass as quickly 

as they can from
 their industrialisation phase, through 

a service econom
y phase to becom

e a highly lucrative 
creative econom

y. C
hina is already aw

are that its labour 
cost basis is rising and is focusing on com

pleting 
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this progression in perhaps a tenth of the tim
e the U

nited 
Kingdom

 has taken. By investm
enting in som

e 250,000 
engineering graduates a year their rapid progression in this 
regard looks highly likely.

A
lready there are signs that the era of very cheap im

ported 
consum

er products upon w
hich the developed w

orld’s recent 
prosperity grow

th has been based is beginning to pass. 
Easy access to very large quantities of fossil energy is being 
curtailed by both lim

its on supply and m
uch higher levels of 

dem
and. W

ith uncertainty of supply w
ill go price instability  

as m
ajor w

orld events repeatedly trigger availability concerns. 
H

ow
 m

uch of our current prosperity grow
th rate w

ill w
e  

be prepared to sacrifice for m
ore expensive w

orld goods  
and services? 

In the m
eantim

e, a new
 regionalism

 is likely to develop, 
based on city regions rather than nation states. The local 
approach allow

s a m
ore proactive political leadership in 

response to local sustainability concerns and is better able to 
m

anage the cyclical use of resources in a supply-constrained 
w

orld. This contrasts w
ith the historical linear process w

ith its 
hidden resource extraction and final w

aste disposal, all dealt 
w

ith by rem
ote parties in rem

ote locations. 

A
t present such new

 regionalism
 is som

ew
hat sim

plistic 
in believing that it can m

ake significant im
provem

ent in 
isolation. Indeed the grow

ing tendency to put a red line 
around regional targets ignores the fact that the poor 
perform

ance of others is a direct result of our im
pacts, 

w
itness the goods m

ade for us in C
hina. 

A
 m

ove to regionalism
 should not ignore the fact that a 

significant part of our Ecofootprint w
ill rem

ain rem
ote and 

part of the global system
. It m

ight seem
 attractive to seek a 

M
edieval tow

n arrangem
ent, fed directly by its countryside 

hinterland, in return for providing back a proportion of 

local prosperity. W
e can no doubt m

ake better use of 
local resource for m

ore of our needs. But our lifestyle 
expectations have m

oved on and our ability to produce 
all w

e need locally is unrealistic. It m
ay w

ell be less carbon 
intensive to transport biom

ass from
 Scandinavia for running 

our buildings, than truck it the length of the U
K. Indeed, 

a ship also offers m
ore opportunity for being pow

ered 
by renew

ables in the future than a lorry. O
ur Ecofootprint 

could be distributed anyw
here across the w

orld as long as 
w

e are reducing our dem
and (together w

ith its delivery) to 
our fair share of bio-productive planet area. 

G
etting our ow

n house in order is an essential starting 
point. This is w

here regionalism
 can really help, particularly 

in the developed w
orld w

here w
e have m

ore econom
ic 

scope to explore options for a less resource intensive 
lifestyle. This process, w

hich is currently preoccupied w
ith 

technical fixes, is likely to dem
onstrate that technologies 

m
ight be enablers in this process, but it is the individuals 

and their decisions that determ
ine the direction of our 

overall environm
ental im

pact. U
K energy building 

regulations have been w
ith us for m

ore than 30 years, but 
energy use per household continues to rise, despite there 
now

 being few
er of us in each household. For although w

e 
have m

ore sophisticated heating system
s, w

e now
 heat 

every room
 to allow

 the kids to use their com
puters in their 

bedroom
s, instead of heating one room

 w
here all the 

fam
ily gathered. W

e are now
 used to tem

peratures that 
allow

 us to w
ear shirts sleeves in w

inter w
here once w

e 
w

ore pullovers and quilted w
aistcoats!

W
e are entering a w

orld w
here carbon labelling of products, 

buildings and services w
ill be the norm

 and w
ill inform

 a 
local agenda of econom

y and restraint. But the regional 
m

essage w
ill also feed into education and the global 

transfer of ideas to provide ideas, products and lifestyles 
for the w

ider w
orld.
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There is so
m

ething
 incred

ib
ly tired 

about today’s debates on globalisation. 
It is as if all the m

usic critics o
f the 

1970s and
 80s w

ere still laying
 claim

 
to

 p
re-em

inent ro
les in critiq

uing 
co

ntem
p

o
rary m

usic: o
ne resp

ects 
their lo

ng
evity, b

ut their acuity—
let 

alo
ne their relevance—

leaves a lo
t to 

b
e

d
esired

. The w
o

rld
 has chang

ed 
so

 m
uch in the last 20 years—

p
hysically and

 g
eo

-p
o

litically, no
t 

m
etap

ho
rically—

as to
 m

ake m
uch o

f 
the theo

rising
 o

n the future o
f 

g
lo

b
alisatio

n so
m

ew
hat laug

hab
le.

There are tw
o

 thing
s in p

articular. A
s 

the w
o

rld
 has g

o
t richer, year o

n year, 
as m

easured
 b

y the stand
ard

 m
etrics 

o
f increasing

 eco
no

m
ic activity, so 

has it g
o

t m
o

re ineq
uitab

le. 

A
ccording to the 2004 report of the “C

om
m

ission on the 
Social Im

pacts of G
lobalisation”, nearly tw

o in three of 
today’s 6.5 billion people live in countries w

here the gaps 
betw

een the richest and the poorest are getting w
ider, not 

narrow
er—

60 years of astonishing econom
ic productivity 

leaving the w
orld a less just rather than m

ore just place in 
w

hich to live.

The idea that constantly w
idening equity gaps are som

ehow
 

com
patible w

ith any serious understanding of a “sustainable 
econom

y” is so puerile as to beggar belief. If that sentence 
offends you, then pick up an elastic band, stretch it, stretch it 
further, question fleetingly w

hether it can really be stretched 
anym

ore, stretch it som
e m

ore, and see w
hat happens. A

fter 
all, history is littered w

ith spent elastic bands.

A
nd then try clim

ate change. C
lim

ate change changes 
everything in the w

ay you see the w
orld, or you sim

ply 
haven’t seen clim

ate change for w
hat it is. W

hich, 
unfortunately, w

as the case for the vast m
ajority of 

governm
ent delegations w

ho gathered together in Bali, 
in D

ecem
ber 2007, and failed utterly, to com

e up w
ith 

a response to clim
ate C

hange com
m

ensurate w
ith the 

incredibly robust scientific consensus that now
 exists.

So I w
onder how

 Bali w
ill be rem

em
bered in the annals of 

clim
ate change diplom

acy? A
 “good beginning” as Ban 

Ki-M
oon put it, conveniently forgetting that this w

as exactly 
how

 the 1992 U
nited N

ations Fram
ew

ork C
onvention on 

clim
ate change w

as described, and exactly how
 the Kyoto 

Protocol w
as subsequently described as w

ell.

A
 “taw

dry, ineffective com
prom

ise”, as I heard one N
on-

G
overnm

ent O
rganisation (N

G
O

) representative describe it, 
bitterly aw

are of the fact that w
hat w

as being com
prom

ised, 
yet again, w

as the integrity of the life support system
s on 

w
hich w

e all depend.

I
n
t
r
o
d
u
c
t
i
o
n
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M
y favourite, at this stage, is “the final sham

ing of 
A

m
erica”. A

l G
ore’s w

ords, not m
ine, uttered in despair at 

the im
placable intransigence of the Bush adm

inistration’s 
negotiators, offered w

ith his right arm
 stretched over his  

chest as if he w
as standing in front of the A

m
erican flag,  

as if seeking som
e inner strength in order to say such 

‘unpatriotic’ things. 

But thank G
od a few

 A
m

ericans are actually saying them
.  

I spent quite a bit of this year reading books about the role 
of A

m
erica in a post-9/11 w

orld—
including John G

ray’s Black 
M

ass: A
pocalyptic Religion and the D

eath of U
topia, and 

m
ost recently, N

aom
i Kline’s astonishing Shock D

octrine. It 
num

bs the m
ind to have to com

e to term
s w

ith the utterly 
hateful force and reach of today’s U

nited States im
perium

,  
a truly ‘evil em

pire’ if ever there w
as one. 

To have so com
prehensively lost A

m
erica as an international 

‘force for good’, at a tim
e w

hen the w
orld needs m

ore than 
ever that kind of energy and generosity of spirit that A

m
erica 

brought to bear on post-w
ar Europe in the tw

entieth century, 
has to be just about the m

ost depressing aspect of a w
orld 

that has, quite literally, gone to w
ar on itself. 

The im
age of The Last C

hance Saloon inevitably com
es to 

m
ind. But Bali did at least agree on a tw

o year deadline 
for establishing a successor to the Kyoto Protocol. The U

S 
Presidential election is in full sw

ing, and all of the candidates, 
in both parties, have adopted m

uch m
ore progressive 

positions on clim
ate change—

and on the role of the U
S in 

the w
orld today—

than the current incum
bent. A

m
ericans 

them
selves w

ant dram
atic change on both counts and oil has 

just gone through the sym
bolic $100 a barrel threshold—

paradoxically, probably the best thing that could happen 
in the short term

, from
 a clim

ate change perspective, w
ith 

the huge knock-on benefits it w
ill bring in term

s of energy 
efficiency, technological innovation, renew

ables and so on.

But not such a good thing from
 the equity perspective, as 

the biggest im
pacts of high-priced energy w

ill be, as ever, 
on the w

orld’s poorer countries. A
nd this kind of dilem

m
a 

(the need for very high fossil fuel prices as a foundation for 
any serious strategy for a low

-carbon econom
y, balanced 

against the need to dram
atically reduce rather than reinforce 

those econom
ic disadvantages that are keeping m

any poor 
countries in such dire poverty, precisely encapsulates the 
need to totally rethink today’s largely irrelevant debate 
about the future of globalisation.
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I have this end
uring

 m
em

o
ry o

f 
the launch o

n 30 O
cto

b
er 2006 in 

Lo
nd

o
n o

f the Treasury-sp
o

nso
red 

rep
o

rt b
y Sir N

icho
las Stern, “The 

E
co

no
m

ics o
f C

lim
ate C

hang
e”. 

There is the m
an him

self, lo
o

king 
a little startled

 at the m
ed

ia 
hub

b
ub

, d
o

ing
 his b

est to
 live up 

to
 his rep

utatio
n as “a d

ry as d
ust 

eco
no

m
ist”, as so

m
e new

sp
ap

ers 
d

escrib
ed

 him
 the d

ay after. There 
w

as To
ny B

lair, the Prim
e M

inister 
at that tim

e, rad
iating

 the kind
 o

f 
intent, nervo

us energ
y that the 

co
m

b
inatio

n o
f clim

ate chang
e 

and
 hig

h-p
ro

file m
ed

ia m
o

m
ents 

alw
ays b

ro
ug

ht o
ut in him

. A
nd 

there w
as G

o
rd

o
n B

ro
w

n, Prim
e 

M
inister-in-w

aiting
, m

o
re o

b
server 

than p
articip

ant, lo
o

king
 unsure as 

to
 w

hether o
r no

t he sho
uld

 have 
b

een there at all. 

The com
bination of speeches delivered on that day should 

have changed politics in the U
K dram

atically, im
m

ediately and 
irreversibly. The w

eight of scientific analysis, the unhesitating 
acceptance of the need for urgent action, the recognition that 
the U

K, having assum
ed a unique leadership role in pursuing 

international solutions to clim
ate change, had to com

m
it first 

and fast in its ow
n back yard, and the rem

orseless logic of Sir 
N

icholas Stern’s econom
ic calculus, left everyone w

ho had com
e 

w
ith an open m

ind (there w
ere, of course, a few

 journalists 
present w

hose professional lives depend on the absence of any 
such faculty) in no doubt that they w

ere w
itnessing the dem

ise of 
anything vaguely resem

bling econom
ic ‘business-as-usual’. 

 
 The investm

ent that takes place in the next ten to 20 years 
w

ill have a profound effect on the clim
ate in the second 

half of this century and in the next. If w
e don’t act, the 

overall costs and risks of clim
ate change w

ill be equivalent 
to losing at least five per cent of global G

ross D
om

estic 
Product (G

D
P) each year, now

 and forever. If a w
ider range 

of risks and im
pacts is taken into account, the estim

ates 
of dam

age could rise to 20 per cent of G
D

P or m
ore. In 

contrast, the costs of action—
reducing greenhouse gas 

em
issions to avoid the w

orst im
pacts of clim

ate change—
can be lim

ited to around one per cent of global G
D

P  
each year. 1

O
ne year on, The Stern Review

 is m
ore talked about in C

hina 
and the U

S than it is here in the U
K. The Treasury has done an 

exceptional job spinning its ow
n report as a m

ajor contribution 
to the international debate, but of only lim

ited relevance to 
policy-m

aking here in the U
K. N

icholas Stern him
self has left the 

Treasury, and plunged back into academ
ic life at the London 

School of Econom
ics—

as w
ell as acting as an adviser to H

SBC
 

and to the C
hinese governm

ent as it prepares its ow
n look-alike 

report. The truth of it is that even the m
ost rigorous econom

ic 
logic m

ust still bend the knee in the face of ‘political reality’. That 
reality is bounded by the law

s of international com
petitiveness 

1 Stern, N
icholas,  

“The Econom
ics of 

C
lim

ate C
hange”: 

The Stern Review
, 

C
am

bridge: 
C

am
bridge  

U
niversity Press, 

2006

C
li

m
a
t
e
—
p
r
o
o
f
i
n
g
 G

lo
b
a
li

s
a
t
i
o
n
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and “first-m
over disadvantage” w

hich m
eans that any one 

nation state (or even a trading block as big as the European 
U

nion) is likely to be penalised in the short-term
 for unilaterally 

internalising the cost of a particular environm
ental externality 

(in this case, the costs associated w
ith continuing to em

it very 
high volum

es of C
O

2  and other greenhouse gases into the 
atm

osphere), w
hilst everyone else stands by and enjoys their 

w
indfall advantage. But N

icholas Stern’s Review
 is crystal clear 

on w
hat he calls the “balance of risks”:

 
 If the science is w

rong and w
e invest one per cent of G

D
P 

in reducing em
issions for a few

 decades, then the m
ain 

outcom
e is that w

e w
ill have m

ore technologies w
ith real 

value for energy security, other types of risk and other 
types of pollution. H

ow
ever, if w

e do not invest the one 
per cent and the science is right, then it is likely to be 
im

possible to undo the severe dam
ages that w

ill follow
. 

The argum
ent that w

e should focus investm
ent on other 

things, such as hum
an capital, to increase grow

th and 
m

ake the w
orld m

ore resilient to clim
ate change, is not 

convincing because of these irreversibilities and the scale 
and nature of the im

pact. 2

H
is overarching conclusion (“that the w

orld does not need 
to choose betw

een averting clim
ate change and prom

oting 
grow

th and developm
ent”) is one that underpins the core 

thinking behind this particular treatm
ent of globalisation and 

regionalism
. Indeed, I w

ould be tem
pted to paraphrase and 

extend N
icholas Stern’s conclusion as follow

s: “the w
orld 

does not need to choose betw
een learning to live sustainably 

on Planet Earth and prom
oting environm

entally sustainable 
grow

th and socially inclusive developm
ent—

just as long as w
e 

get on w
ith it in the very near future”. If w

e don’t get on w
ith 

it in the very near future, the w
orld w

ill indeed have to choose 
betw

een the tw
o—

or, rather, w
ill have that choice im

posed 
upon it as the iron-clad law

s of N
ature trum

p the vainglorious 
and m

assively over-hyped law
s of the M

arket. 

2 Stern, “The 
Econom

ics of 
C

lim
ate C

hange”

This urgency is precisely w
hat m

akes a grow
ing num

ber of 
com

m
entators so apprehensive w

hen the Intergovernm
ental 

Panel on C
lim

ate C
hange (IPC

C
) inform

s its political m
asters 

that they have no m
ore than “ten to 15 years” to put in place 

the policy platform
s from

 w
hich a genuinely low

-carbon 
global econom

y w
ill eventually em

erge. Ten to 15 years! 
W

hat’s m
ore, that’s the consensus view

 of a body w
hich has 

been w
idely portrayed since the publication of its Fourth 

A
ssessm

ent Report in 2007 as an im
m

ensely conservative 
body, w

orking as it has to on the basis of finding near-
total consensus am

ongst its contributing scientists, and 
then having to persuade m

em
ber countries (including the 

U
S, C

hina, India, Saudi A
rabia and so on) to sign off on 

every single w
ord. There are few

 scientists w
ho genuinely 

believe that the ‘scientific snapshot’ captured in the Fourth 
A

ssessm
ent Report properly reflects the state of the science 

as they see it today.

In an extraordinary article published in the Philosophical 
Transactions of the Royal Society in June 2007, Jam

es H
ansen 

(D
irector of N

A
SA’s G

oddard Institute for Space Studies) and 
a num

ber of colleagues pointed to the likelihood of a m
uch 

grim
m

er outcom
e before the end of this century:

 
 Recent greenhouse gas em

issions have placed the Earth 
perilously close to dram

atic clim
ate change that could 

run out of control, w
ith great dangers for hum

ans and 
other creatures. The IPPC

 analyses and projections do 
not w

ell account for the non-linear physics of ice sheet 
disintegration, ice stream

s and eroding ice shelves, nor 
are they consistent w

ith the palaeoclim
ate evidence w

e 
have presented. 3

The evidence they are referring to relates to ice cores taken 
from

 both the A
rctic and the A

ntarctic ice sheets going back 
over 650,000 years. These ice cores have revealed a num

ber 
of instances w

here sea levels have risen by several m
etres in 

3 H
ansen, Jam

es,  
“C

lim
ate 

C
atastrophe”,  

N
ew

 Scientist,  
28 July 2007
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less than a century—
for exam

ple, about 14,000 years ago, 
sea levels rose by approxim

ately 20 m
etres in 400 years, or 

about one m
etre every 20 years. W

hat this m
eans, according 

to Jam
es H

ansen, is that the IPPC
’s projection of a sea level 

rise this century of som
ew

here betw
een 18 to 59 cm

 is, in 
all likelihood, a m

assive underestim
ate, and that a rise of 

“several m
etres” is the m

uch m
ore likely outcom

e of the 
current level of m

an-m
ade em

issions. 

It is that alm
ost unm

anageable continuum
 of view

s (a few
 

centim
etres vs. a few

 m
etres) that w

ill I hope explain w
hy I 

am
 m

aking such a big deal about clim
ate change in a text 

about globalisation and regionalism
. C

lim
ate change is the 

first indisputably global phenom
enon, affecting the totality 

of natural system
s and habitats that m

ake up the biosphere. 
Even ozone depletion (w

hich loom
ed very large indeed as 

an international problem
 back in the 1980s) w

as not strictly 
‘global’ in its im

pacts and effects, and even environm
ental 

disasters such as the continuing destruction of the w
orld’s 

rainforests (w
hich w

ill indeed have devastating global 
consequences) are regional in their prim

ary im
pacts. The 

only global environm
ental problem

 that runs clim
ate change 

close is the inexorable build up in the environm
ent of toxic, 

persistent and bio-accum
ulative chem

icals, traces of w
hich 

(and som
etim

es very substantial traces) can be detected in 
every single square m

etre of the Earth, including the m
ost 

inaccessible m
ountain peaks, deserts and ‘w

ilderness’ areas. 

C
lim

ate change is also the first indisputably global political 
phenom

enon in that it is literally im
possible to address 

the potentially catastrophic consequences of “runaw
ay, 

irreversible clim
ate change” w

ithout every single nation 
on Earth being party to the necessary rem

edial m
easures. 

The reality of non-negotiable interdependence is one that 
m

ost w
orld leaders (particularly in the U

S, C
hina and India) 

currently seek either to avoid or sim
ply cannot com

prehend, 
im

prisoned as they are in their nationalistic fortresses. 

But there is no denying that reality. A
s the receiving 

m
edium

, the atm
osphere w

orks as one unified system
, w

ith 
absolutely no dividing lines, incapable of distinguishing 
betw

een a m
olecule of C

O
2  em

itted in Beijing or in Bognor 
Regis or in Bogota. By the sam

e token, contribution and 
consequence are not proportionate: the im

pacts of clim
ate 

change on the U
S and A

frica, for instance, w
ill not be in 

proportion to the scale of their ow
n em

issions, resulting in 
w

hat w
ill com

e to be seen over the next few
 years as the 

m
ost grotesque global inequity w

e have ever w
itnessed, 

w
ith countries that have contributed next to nothing to 

the overall problem
 suffering an intolerable burden, w

hilst 
those w

ho have contributed m
assively scram

ble to adapt 
by engineering their w

ay out of the w
orst consequences—

albeit at m
assive cost, but w

ith som
e tem

porary prospect of 
reduced im

pact. 

The science of clim
ate change dem

ands either that w
e com

e 
rapidly to that point of globally recognised interdependence, 
or that the aw

areness of this interdependence daw
ns on 

people far too late, so that w
e end up sliding inexorably  

into a w
orld w

here doing anything globally (other than via 
rem

nant internet com
m

unities) w
ill becom

e all but im
possible 

over the course of the next 100 years or so. In evolutionary 
term

s (as far as our ow
n tiny little splinter of reconstituted 

D
N

A
 is concerned), w

hat w
e’re looking at here is a battle 

of com
peting tipping points so vast in scale that it m

akes 
M

alcolm
 G

ladw
ell’s treatm

ent of said tipping points  
look insignificant. 

O
n the one hand, w

e have Jam
es H

ansen’s ultim
ate tipping 

point: the point at w
hich our species loses the ability to 

com
m

and its ow
n destiny. It doesn’t necessarily lose the 

ability to survive (in that the hum
an species is startlingly 

adaptable and resilient, and could easily ‘hang on in’ over 
thousands of years in fragm

ented m
icro-com

m
unities, even 

in the teeth of catastrophic, non-linear clim
ate change), 

C
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but it w
ill have little say about the term

s on w
hich w

e 
survive. M

odern ‘civilisation’, as the rather precarious jew
el 

in the crow
n of hum

an endeavour over m
any m

illennia, 
w

ill becom
e an anthropological artefact, nostalgically 

investigated by im
perilled academ

ics tired of grubbing 
around in their subsistence allotm

ents. 

O
n the other hand, w

e m
ight just arrive at that shared, 

globally-recognised sense of interdependence before w
e 

slide off m
iserably into civilisation-crushing clim

ate change. 
A

nd in so doing, as I shall further explore, w
e m

ight just set 
the w

orld on an infinitely m
ore secure and equitable path 

than the one w
e are blindly stum

bling dow
n at the m

om
ent. 

That is our excruciatingly painful and ‘right now
’ reality. Yet 

it is rem
arkable just how

 little the reality of clim
ate change 

has as yet im
pacted on the debate about globalisation. For 

all sorts of reasons, these tw
o huge, continent-spanning 

agendas, tw
o policy super-highw

ays running parallel to 
each other, w

ith thousands of governm
ent officials, N

G
O

s, 
and academ

ics stream
ing dow

n each of them
, rarely if  

ever intersect. 

The final m
onths of 2007 entail critical m

ilestones for 
both processes: the C

onference of the Parties (under the 
U

nited N
ations C

onvention on C
lim

ate C
hange) in Bali in 

D
ecem

ber 2007, and the final throes of the international 
negotiations to bring the D

oha Round on trade liberalisation 
to fruition before the end of the year. But each is all but 
blind to the other, as if governm

ent negotiators w
ere 

already finding things so difficult in their ow
n specific area 

of concern that they dare not risk further diversions by 
w

idening the boundary conditions. Even m
ore surprisingly, 

this blinkered approach on the part of governm
ents is 

alm
ost entirely duplicated in N

G
O

 positions—
so m

uch so 
that I find m

ost of the cam
paigning literature about D

oha 
and the threats of contem

porary globalisation incredibly 

anachronistic. This is a debate that has follow
ed reassuringly 

polarised tram
lines since the m

id-1990s and particularly 
since the “anti-globalisation m

ovem
ent’s” defining m

om
ent 

on the streets of Seattle in N
ovem

ber 1999—
but it is 

now
 w

ay off the pace w
hen it com

es to internalising the 
im

plications of accelerated clim
ate change. 

For the tim
e being at least, w

orld trade talks are still deem
ed 

to be m
uch m

ore im
portant than global environm

ental 
processes, including the convention on biological diversity, 
m

easures to restrict the spread of toxic chem
icals or halt 

the abuses of over-fishing, as w
ell as clim

ate change. The 
W

orld Trade O
rganisation occupies a dom

inant position in 
the architecture of today’s international order, w

ith pow
ers of 

sanction and a dispute settlem
ent m

echanism
 that allow

s it 
to ride roughshod over all other U

N
 bodies—

it is, de facto, 
the closest thing w

e have to w
orld governm

ent today. A
nd 

in the eyes of m
any, it represents the absolute antithesis of 

the kind of global governance w
e w

ill need in a resource-
constrained w

orld.
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H
ow

ever, w
ith 2025 in m

ind, rather 
than 2008, I have therefore decided not 
to reprise the historical debate about 
the pros and cons of contem

porary 
globalisation—

and having sought to 
do justice to that particular debate 
in C

apitalism
 as if the W

orld M
atters, 

I hope it’s not inappropriate to refer 
readers to that particular source if that’s 
their principal area of concern. W

hat 
m

atters m
ore for the purposes of this 

text is to identify som
e of the different 

scenarios it is possible to tease out 
of the current debate (how

ever firm
ly 

and conservatively fixed in its historical 
tram

lines it m
ay be) as to the likely 

‘state of globalisation’ over the next  
15 to 20 years. 

There are, in essence, just four:

1. G
lob

alisation A
s Is 

2. G
lob

alisation Transform
ed

3. G
lob

alisation R
eb

orn
4. G

lob
alisation In R

etreat

G
lob

alisation A
s Is

This is the dom
inant view

 of those prim
arily in 

governm
ent and business, and in the W

orld Trade 
O

rganisation (W
TO

) itself. They tend to see globalisation 
as “an unstoppable force im

pacting on every square 
inch of the w

orld today”. Even the potential collapse 
of the D

oha Round has not dim
m

ed the enthusiasm
 of 

those w
ho are prepared to acknow

ledge som
e of the 

‘dow
nsides’ of globalisation, but are convinced (m

ore 
often than not in good faith) that the ‘upsides’ m

assively 
outw

eigh the dow
nsides. C

ertain lim
ited reform

s are 
happily countenanced (in the operations of the W

TO
, for 

instance), but ‘if it ain’t broke, w
hy fix it?’ m

indsets rem
ain 

firm
ly in the ascendancy. This ‘official’ position com

m
ands 

pow
erful endorsem

ent from
 an extrem

ely im
pressive line-

up of m
ainstream

 econom
ists and pundits from

 Jagdish 
B

hagw
ati, Johan N

orberg and M
artin W

olf, w
hose W

hy 
G

lobalisation W
orks, 2004, provides a m

ost com
pelling 

account both of the benign im
pacts of globalisation and 

its future potential. A
s far as the m

ainstream
 m

edia are 
concerned (such as The Econom

ist and The Financial 
Tim

es), that seem
s quite sufficient. Everything else is just 

irrelevant froth.

G
lob

alisation Transform
ed

It is not sufficient, how
ever, for a num

ber of very influential 
‘insiders’ w

ho have seen for them
selves just how

 defective 
the current m

odel really is. The m
ost eloquent exponent 

of transform
ation rather than increm

ental reform
 is 

undoubtedly Joseph Stiglitz, form
er C

hief Econom
ist 
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to the W
orld B

ank, w
hose double-barrelled assault 

on contem
porary globalisation (G

lobalisation and its 
D

iscontents, 2002 and M
aking G

lobalisation W
ork, 2006) 

system
atically dism

antles the very institutions w
hich w

ould 
seek to control any reform

 agenda. 

Stiglitz and like-m
inded ‘insider critics’ have com

e up w
ith 

a set of far m
ore radical prescriptions. B

ut (and it is a big 
but), theirs is a scenario still based on m

assively increased 
trade, rip-roaring econom

ic grow
th, few

 restrictions on 
capital m

arkets, and only m
arginally extended regulatory 

controls on the operational freedom
 of m

ultinationals. 
Transform

ation of a kind, but not of the system
 as a w

hole. 

G
lob

alisation R
eb

orn
Leading lights in the “anti-globalisation m

ovem
ent” (as 

it is incorrectly described) have alw
ays been at pains to 

point out that there are few
 m

ovem
ents m

ore global than 
theirs, and that the real debate is about pow

er, control 
and dem

ocratic accountability—
not about globalisation 

per se. A
 leading group of cam

paigners cam
e together 

in the run up to the W
orld Sum

m
it on Sustainable 

D
evelopm

ent in Johannesburg in 2002 to produce the so-
called “Johannesburg M

anifesto”, based on the follow
ing 

distinction betw
een tw

o starkly differentiated m
odels of 

globalisation:

 
 B

roadly speaking, there are currently tw
o concepts of 

globalisation w
hich have gained prom

inence in recent 
controversies. C

orporate globalisation, w
hich aim

s at 
transform

ing the w
orld into a single econom

ic arena, 
allow

s corporations to com
pete freed from

 constraints 
in order to increase global w

ealth and w
elfare. This 

particular concept can be traced to the rise of the free 
trade idea in eighteenth century B

ritain and has com
e, 

after m
any perm

utations, to dom
inate w

orld politics in 
the late tw

entieth century.
 

  
 D

em
ocratic globalisation, on the other hand, envisages 

a w
orld that is hom

e to a flourishing plurality of 
cultures, and that recognises the fundam

ental rights 
for every w

orld citizen. The roots of this concept 
extend back to the late ancient G

reek philosophy and 
the European Enlightenm

ent, w
ith their perception 

of the w
orld in a cosm

opolitan spirit. W
e believe 

that the cause of justice and sustainability w
ould be 

caught in quicksand unless it is elaborated upon in 
the fram

ew
ork of dem

ocratic globalisation. 4

In other w
ords, econom

ic grow
th and increased trade 

are not ends in them
selves, but potentially useful m

eans 
to achieving m

uch broader objectives at the heart of 
w

hich lies the ideal of social justice.

G
lob

alisation in R
etreat

O
ne of the intellectual glories of 40 years of passionate 

debate about the environm
ent is a school of thought 

that sees conventional econom
ic grow

th as the 
principal source of the problem

s w
e face today, and 

the globalisation of that econom
ic paradigm

 as the 
single m

ost pernicious driver of social injustice and 
environm

ental destruction. Increased trade in and of 
itself, is therefore an abom

ination, and the m
achinery 

of global governm
ent (as vested in the International 

Finance C
orporation (IFC

), the W
orld B

ank and the 
W

orld Trade O
rganisation) is characterised as an 

unaccountably successful m
eans of enslaving the vast 

m
ajority of the w

orld’s people in order to enrich an 
already inconceivably rich elite. 

There is a robustness and uncom
prom

ising integrity 
about this particular strain of anti-globalisation that one 
cannot fail to adm

ire. B
ut the alternative it proposes 

(in term
s of w

hat m
ight be described as “double 

devolution”, w
ith pow

er reverting first to the nation 

4 “Johannesburg 
M

anifesto”, 
Fairness in a 
Fragile W

orld, 
Berlin: H

einrich 
Böll Foundation, 
2002
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state and then dow
n to the locaI com

m
unity) rem

ains 
frankly unappealing to m

ost people, and is often 
contem

ptuous of hum
ankind’s m

aterial aspirations. Self-
sufficiency m

ay w
ell becom

e a rallying cry after the kind 
of econom

ic and social collapse that m
any now

 see as 
entirely unavoidable, but I still believe it has very little 
traction as a m

eans of w
arding off that collapse. 

So how
 do these different scenarios fare in term

s 
of successfully internalising the tw

in im
peratives 

of sustainable developm
ent, nam

ely “living w
ithin 

environm
ental lim

its” and “securing a w
orld based on 

social justice and dem
ocratic accountability”? A

gainst a 
som

ew
hat crude scoring m

atrix, w
ith a low

 of one and a 
high of five, here’s how

 I w
ould assess them

:

Scenario
Environm

ental Lim
its

Social Justice

G
lobalisation A

s Is
1

1

G
lobalisation Transform

ed
3

3

G
lobalisation Reborn

4
5

G
lobalisation In Retreat

5
2

I shall com
e back to the relationship betw

een these very 
different globalisation scenarios and the prospects for a 
resurgence of regionalism

 in “Rediscovering the Regions”. 
B

ut first, it seem
s crucial to determ

ine som
e of the key 

param
eters of w

hat life w
ill actually look like in 2025, in 

term
s of w

hat w
e know

 alm
ost for certain, w

hat w
e can 

be reasonably confident about predicting, and w
hat still 

rem
ains highly speculative. 
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o
r
 f

o
r
 w

o
r
s
e

A
nyo

ne asked
 to

 p
ro

vid
e a snap

sho
t 

o
f the w

o
rld

 20 years o
r so

 fro
m

 
w

here w
e are no

w
 w

ill inevitab
ly feel 

so
m

ew
hat hum

b
led

 b
y the R

um
sfeld 

C
o

ntinuum
, b

ased
 o

n so
m

e o
rig

inal 
w

o
rk b

y M
ichael Lacey:

A
s w

e kno
w

, there are the 
kno

w
n kno

w
ns. These are the  

thing
s w

e kno
w

 w
e kno

w
. W

e 
also

 kno
w

 that there are kno
w

n 
unkno

w
ns. That is to

 say, w
e 

kno
w

 there are so
m

e thing
s w

e 
d

o
 no

t kno
w

. B
ut there are also 

unkno
w

n unkno
w

ns—
the o

nes 
w

e d
o

n’t kno
w

 w
e d

o
n’t kno

w
. 

 
D

o
nald

 R
um

sfeld

M
oving from

 the ‘know
ns’ all the w

ay through to the 
‘unknow

n unknow
ns’, m

any of the predictions being 
m

ade today depend entirely on w
hat one believes about 

the speed w
ith w

hich today’s dom
inant paradigm

 of 
progress through exponential econom

ic grow
th w

ill start 
to erode or even im

plode. O
ur starting point here has to 

be the com
bination of population and clim

ate change.

P
o

p
ulatio

n
W

e can, in fact, be reasonably confident about the 
num

ber of hum
an beings w

ith w
hom

 w
e w

ill be sharing 
the planet in 2025—

around 8.25 billion, up by around 
1.8 billion from

 today’s population of 6.4 billion. 

Elsew
here, I have w

ritten extensively of the bizarre 
conspiracy of silence that renders otherw

ise intelligent 
and com

passionate people m
ute in the face of today’s 

dem
ographic realities. A

lm
ost w

ithout exception, 
progressive environm

ental, social justice and hum
an 

rights organisations have persuaded them
selves that the 

increase in hum
an num

bers is of itself an irrelevance to 
their principal concerns. The dangers of this system

atic 
self-delusion w

ere stripped bare in a 2006 report from
 

the U
K

’s A
ll Party Parliam

entary G
roup on Population 

(“Return of the Population G
row

th Factor”) w
hich 

concluded very sim
ply as follow

s: “the evidence is 
overw

helm
ing: the M

illennium
 D

evelopm
ent G

oals are 
difficult or im

possible to achieve w
ith the current levels 

of population grow
th in the least developed countries 

and regions”. 5 

A
s it happens, the M

illennium
 D

evelopm
ent G

oals are 
not particularly strong on environm

ental concerns, but 
it is already self-evidently the case that the im

pacts of 
clim

ate change and increased hum
an developm

ent  
(see below

) can only be exacerbated by the arrival in our 
m

idst of another 80 m
illion or so people every year: 

2
0
2
5
—
f
o
r
 b

e
t
t
e
r
 o

r
 f

o
r
 w

o
r
s
e

5 “The Return  
of the Population 
G

row
th Factor”,  

A
ll Party 

Parliam
entary 

G
roup on 

Population, 
D

evelopm
ent 

and Reproductive 
H

ealth, January 
2006
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 The 50 poorest countries in the w

orld w
ill m

ore than 
double in size, from

 0.8 billion in 2007 to 1.7 billion in 
2050, according to U

N
 projections published in M

arch 
2007. Increases in population of this scale and rapidity w

ill 
w

ipe out gains in agriculture, education, literacy or health 
care faster than they can be m

ade. A
lleviation of poverty 

by even m
oderate increases in per person w

ealth, how
ever 

justified, w
ill have m

ajor im
pacts on clim

ate in the 
environm

ent because of the sheer num
bers involved. 6

C
lim

ate C
hang

e 
C

oncentrations of C
O

2  in the atm
osphere are currently at 

around 384 parts per m
illion (ppm

). They are increasing at 
around 2.2 ppm

 per annum
, and this figure itself inches 

upw
ards every year as countries like C

hina and India ratchet up 
their ow

n em
issions—

by the end of 2007, C
hina becam

e the 
single biggest em

itter of C
O

2  in the w
orld.

6 G
uillebaud, 

J, Youthquake: 
Population, Fertility 
and Environm

ent 
in the 21st C

entury, 
O

ptim
um

 Population 
Trust, 2007

M
illennium

 D
evelop

m
ent G

oals

G
oal 1: Eradicate extrem

e poverty and hunger

G
oal 2: A

chieve universal prim
ary education

G
oal 3: Prom

ote gender equality and em
pow

er w
om

en

G
oal 4: Reduce child m

ortality

G
oal 5: Im

prove m
aternal health

G
oal 6: C

om
bat H

IV/A
ID

S, m
alaria and other diseases

G
oal 7: Ensure environm

ental sustainability

G
oal 8: D

evelop a G
lobal Partnership for D

evelopm
ent

B
y 2025, concentrations w

ill therefore be at around 
420/425 ppm

, based on the assum
ption that the first 

phase of the K
yoto Protocol (w

hich ends in 2012) 
has delivered only nugatory reductions, and that 
the second phase (assum

ing that there is a second 
phase!) w

ill have begun to deliver som
e serious 

reductions in the second half of the decade. (This 
is all calculated just on C

O
2 , by the w

ay, so such 
projections do not allow

 for other greenhouse gases 
such as m

ethane, nitrogen oxide and so on.) 

The new
 consensus around clim

ate change is a 
sim

ple and strong one: our prim
ary objective has 

to be to ensure that average tem
peratures do not 

increase by m
ore than 2ºC

 by the end of this century. 
The IPPC

 tells us that w
e have already seen at least 

a 0.7ºC
 w

arm
ing up to 2000, and that there is at 

least another 0.5ºC
—

0.6ºC
 already “in the system

”—
taking account of the lag tim

e betw
een the point of 

em
issions released into the atm

osphere and their full 
w

arm
ing effect. A

nd that sam
e consensus then goes 

one step further: that m
eans em

issions of C
O

2  should 
not exceed m

ore than 450 ppm
 if w

e are to stay 
below

 that 2ºC
 threshold. 

That m
uch is reasonably clear, but given that 

hum
ankind has never actually cooked a planet before 

now
, scientists are reluctant to go hard and fast on 

just how
 ‘perturbed’ the clim

ate is likely to be by 
2025. They do understandably rem

ind politicians 
(and all those sapheads in the m

edia w
ho believe 

that there are going to be as m
any upsides from

 
clim

ate change as dow
nsides) that everything w

e are 
w

itnessing today by w
ay of extrem

e w
eather events 

is a consequence of the C
O

2  and other greenhouse 
gases w

e put into the atm
osphere m

ore than 20 years 
ago—

the sam
e ‘lag-effect’ referred to above.
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Suffice it to say that the econom
ic and social im

pacts 
could already be horrendous by 2025—

even if w
e’re w

ell 
into our C

O
2  reduction curves by that stage. That’s the 

conclusion the w
orld’s insurance industry cam

e to som
e 

tim
e ago. In January 2007, the C

hairm
an of Lloyds of 

London, Lord Levene, calm
ly inform

ed the W
orld A

ffairs 
C

ouncil in W
ashington that “the insurance industry today 

faces the prospect of a $100 billion national disaster—
roughly tw

ice the scale of H
urricane K

atrina. W
e need 

to w
ake up to the truth about catastrophe and radically 

review
 our public policy.” (That’s polite business speak, 

by the w
ay, for “get your finger out and stop dithering 

around”.) The re-insurance industry (w
hich picked up 80 

per cent of the $50 billion bill from
 H

urricane K
atrina) 

has been in no doubt about the rising curves of clim
ate-

induced natural disasters, and privately believes that 
the total dam

ages bill could double every decade—
to 

bring that dow
n to earth, that translates into a totally 

new
 bottom

 line in the global econom
y w

ithin the next 
50 years, w

ith insurance losses from
 clim

ate-induced 
disasters equalling in any one year the total value of 
G

D
P in the global econom

y. 

E
co

-system
 P

ressures
Every other year, W

orld W
ildlife Fund (W

W
F) produces 

its Living Planet Report, highlighting the net im
pact 

of the hum
an econom

y on the natural w
orld. It’s an 

extraordinary docum
ent, aggregating detailed data 

from
 biom

es and eco-system
s all around the w

orld in 
a process that is not dissim

ilar to that of the IPC
C

 as it 
relates to clim

ate change. The principal m
easures it  

uses are “the Ecological Footprint” (w
hich show

s the 
extent of hum

an dem
and on eco-system

s around the 
w

orld) and the “Living Planet Index” w
hich basically 

m
onitors the health and resilience of those eco-system

s 
in term

s of biodiversity. The 2006 Report sum
m

ed it  
all up as follow

s:

1.8
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1.4

1.2
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1980
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Number of planet Earths
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M
oderate business as usual (to 2050)

Slow
 shift

Rapid reduction

 
 Since the late 1980s, w

e have been in overshoot.  
The Ecological Footprint has exceeded the Earth’s 
biocapacity—

as of 2003—
by about 25 per cent. 

Effectively, the Earth’s regenerative capacity can no  
longer keep up w

ith dem
and—

people are turning 
resources into w

aste faster than nature can turn  
w

aste back into resources. 

 
 H

um
anity is no longer living off nature’s interest, but 

draw
ing dow

n its capital. This grow
ing pressure on eco-

system
s is causing habitat destruction or degradation 

and perm
anent loss of productivity, threatening both 

biodiversity and hum
an w

ell-being.

 
 For how

 long w
ill this be possible? A

 m
oderate business-

as-usual scenario, based on U
nited N

ations projections 
show

ing slow
, steady grow

th of econom
ies and 

populations, suggests that by m
id-century, hum

anity’s 
dem

and on nature w
ill be tw

ice the biosphere’s productive 
capacity. A

t this level of ecological deficit, exhaustion of 
ecological assets and large-scale ecosystem

 collapse 
becom

es increasingly likely. 7
7 W

W
F, Living 

Planet Report, 
W

W
F International, 

Sw
itzerland, 2006
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People tend to think of this ‘biodiversity crunch’ as 
being of little im

portance in com
parison to som

ething 
like clim

ate change. B
ut I urge you to draw

 your ow
n 

conclusions from
 this, bearing in m

ind that there has 
been no serious rebuttal of any of the data in these 
Living Planet Reports. Indeed, the principal response 
from

 governm
ents, bodies like the W

orld B
ank and 

the W
orld Trade O

rganisation and global business 
organisations, has been silence. H

ow
, after all, can they 

possibly cope w
ith data of this kind? Even a system

 as 
de-natured as ours still retains som

e residual, alm
ost 

atavistic folk-m
em

ory that our hum
an econom

y is still 
100 per cent dependent on the healthy functioning of 
natural system

s. B
ut w

e have to excavate this suppressed 
know

ledge from
 the deeper recesses of our collective 

m
ind in order to build it, explicitly and consistently, into 

every aspect of our m
odern lives.

R
esources

W
hen the original “Lim

its to G
row

th” report w
as 

published by the C
lub of Rom

e back in the 1970s, it gave 
birth to w

hat has been an active and influential industry 
ever since then: the cornucopians. It is their collective task 
to rebut any suggestion that resources m

ight be finite, 
or that there are clear physical and biological lim

its to 
the scale and reach of hum

an econom
ic endeavour. The 

cornucopians can look back on 30 years of outstanding 
achievem

ent, having so successfully sustained som
e of the 

core m
yths of m

odern industrial society (for instance, that 
exponential econom

ic grow
th is available to us indefinitely 

over tim
e, that the law

s of the m
arket w

ill seam
lessly 

sort out any resource shortages, and that technological 
innovation w

ill continue to deliver a w
orld of cost free 

plenty for ever greater num
bers of increasingly voracious 

consum
ers) that m

ost w
orld leaders today rem

ain blissfully 
unaw

are of our unyielding physical reality: nam
ely, that a 

com
bination of im

m
inent resource shortages and loom

ing 

environm
ental lim

its w
ill turn their aspirational dream

s 
of constantly rising m

aterial plenty into a nightm
are of 

thw
arted expectations, econom

ic dislocation and resource 
conflict. In short, the law

s of therm
odynam

ics have not 
been superseded by the law

s of the M
arket—

they have 
just been tem

porarily obscured by them
.

So w
hat do w

e actually know
 about future resource 

constraints—
just so this is not seen as yet m

ore 
recycled eco-propaganda from

 the 1970s. Scientists at 
Yale U

niversity published an interesting paper in the 
Proceedings of the N

ational A
cadem

y of Sciences in 
2006 looking at the production and consum

ption of key 
m

etals and concluded “virgin stocks of several m
etals 

appear inadequate to sustain the m
odern ‘developed 

w
orld’ quality of life for all of Earth’s people under 

contem
porary technology”. 8 This is particularly w

orrying 
as regards m

etals like tantalum
 (an essential com

ponent 
in the m

anufacture of m
obile phones, and one of the 

key causes of the C
ivil W

ars in the D
em

ocratic Republic 
of the C

ongo—
w

hich has the biggest tantalum
 m

ines in 
the w

orld—
betw

een 1997 and 2002), platinum
 (a vital 

com
ponent not only in catalytic converters but in m

any 
different fuel cell prototypes—

a technology on w
hich 

the w
orld m

ay com
e to depend heavily in its search for 

m
ore sustainable form

s of transportation and pow
er 

generation), indium
 (w

idely used to create the sem
i-

conducting m
aterials on w

hich som
e of today’s m

ost 
exciting solar technologies depend), and so on.

Serious discussion as to the m
edium

-term
 availability 

of key m
etals and m

inerals is rare—
at least there w

as a 
proper debate about these things back in the 1970s! But 
tw

o things are changing that. The first are the investm
ents 

currently being m
ade by the C

hinese governm
ent in an 

extrem
ely w

ide range of m
etals and m

inerals, particularly 
across the continent of A

frica. This has prom
pted 

8 N
ew

 Scientist,  
26 M

ay 2007
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increased attention from
 the U

S Pentagon and security 
services in term

s of long-term
 threats to U

S national 
security. The U

S G
eological Survey recently revealed that 

the U
S is already im

porting m
ore than 90 per cent of 

certain ‘rare earth’ m
etals from

 C
hina, raising a serious 

question m
ark over future security of supply.

Second, the debate around the m
edium

-term
 availability 

of oil is now
 back in the new

s big tim
e. N

otw
ithstanding 

the bland reassurances from
 the m

ajor oil and gas 
com

panies that there are no serious constraints on 
supply through until 2030, there is grow

ing concern that 
a com

bination of factors (soaring dem
and in C

hina and 
India, dim

inishing reserves of ‘easy’ or conventional oil, 
w

orsening security issues in places like the M
iddle East 

and N
igeria, and so on) could not only keep oil prices 

pretty high (it got pretty close to that $100 threshold on a 
num

ber of occasions in the final quarter of 2007), but take 
them

 m
uch higher. Even the International Energy A

gency 
acknow

ledges that oil prices w
ill never go back to w

here 
they w

ere even a decade ago. 

In one respect, it has to be said, this sim
ply dem

onstrates 
that the law

s of supply and dem
and are in good heart: as 

prices rise, new
 technologies and extraction techniques 

becom
e ‘econom

ic’, com
panies get m

ore efficient in 
their use of oil, new

 reserves are brought in, dem
and 

falls, and pressure on supply dim
inishes. This is true—

but 
that should not obscure the unavoidable reality that the 
so-called “peak oil m

om
ent” (the point at w

hich w
e are 

half w
ay through total oil reserves) cannot now

 be far 
aw

ay, and from
 that point on, the econom

ic consequences 
of dem

and constantly exceeding supply w
ill be felt 

throughout the global econom
y—

and m
ost particularly 

in those poor countries that w
ould benefit m

ost from
 

access to relatively cheap fossil fuels to underpin their ow
n 

developm
ent trajectories. 

The size o
f the g

lo
b

al eco
no

m
y

If this w
as a m

ore conventional treatm
ent of globalisation, 

there w
ould now

 follow
 a sw

athe of variably euphoric 
projections as to the total size of the global econom

y,  
the speed w

ith w
hich it w

ill double or even triple, the 
relative standing in a global league table of the U

S, 
C

hina, Europe, India and other super pow
ers, im

pacts on 
national G

D
P and on per capita incom

e, and so on. 

These projections are w
idely available, and m

ostly 
m

oonshine as far as I am
 concerned—

inasm
uch as 

they are nothing m
ore than very crude extrapolations 

from
 w

here w
e are today and from

 w
hat has 

happened in the past. The various m
atters raised in 

the four sections above have had no bearing on the 
w

ay in w
hich these projections are developed, as if w

e 
lived in tw

o entirely disconnected w
orlds: the w

orld 
of hard-edged em

pirical data regarding the flow
s of 

m
atter and energy through natural system

s (including 
the hum

an econom
y), and the w

orld according to 
academ

ic econom
ists absorbed in their econom

etric 
m

odels. O
nly very rarely—

as in N
icholas Stern’s “The 

Econom
ics of C

lim
ate C

hange”—
are these tw

o w
orlds 

forced into one integrated fram
ew

ork. 

B
ut even this cursory exam

ination of ‘the state of the 
w

orld’ in 20 years tim
e surfaces one incontrovertible 

reality about the future of the global econom
y: 

the poor are not going to be able to escape from
 

poverty by a process of ‘catch-up developm
ent’. 

Today’s rich nations got rich prim
arily because of 

the easy availability of fossil fuels and because of 
‘em

pty’ continents into w
hich they could expand and 

com
m

andeer plentiful raw
 m

aterials. This ‘bonfire of 
resources’ sim

ply cannot be repeated. A
s W

olfgang 
Sachs puts it: 
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 The strategists of catching-up developm

ent, w
ho still 

occupy the com
m

anding positions in econom
ics and 

politics, are prone to a tragic confusion: they think 
that in the tw

enty-first century it is still possible to 
succeed w

ith the U
topias of the nineteenth. In reality, 

quite apart from
 the likely harm

 it w
ill cause, an 

econom
ic advance today has to face resource lim

its 
that are incom

patible w
ith the traditional m

odels of 
production and consum

ption. The dem
ocratization 

of resource-intensive prosperity runs up against the 
econom

ically or ecologically insurm
ountable  

lim
its of scarcity. 9

The persistent and totally perverse refusal to re-orient 
today’s debate about globalisation around these 
fundam

ental resource issues is all the m
ore startling as 

security forces the w
orld over are certainly alert to the 

loom
ing chaos ahead. In 2003, the Pentagon published 

an extraordinary report on A
n A

brupt C
lim

ate C
hange 

Scenario and its im
plications for U

S N
ational Security. 

Its conclusions m
ake even the m

ost dystopian w
arnings 

from
 Friends of the Earth sound positively upbeat, and it 

concluded w
ith the sobering w

ords: 

 
 A

s global and local carrying capacities are reduced, 
tensions could m

ount around the w
orld, leading 

to tw
o fundam

ental strategies: defensive and 
offensive. N

ations w
ith the resources to do so 

m
ay build virtual fortresses around their countries, 

preserving resources for them
selves. Less fortunate 

nations, especially those w
ith ancient enm

ities w
ith 

their neighbours, m
ay initiate struggles for access 

to food, clean w
ater or energy. U

nlikely alliances 
could be form

ed, as defence priorities shift and the 
goal is resources for survival rather than religion, 
ideology or national honour. 10

9 Sachs, W
 and 

T, Santarius, Fair 
Future: Resource 
C

onflicts, Security 
and G

lobal Justice, 
London and N

ew
 

York: Zed Books, 
2005

10 U
S D

efence 
D

epartm
ent, “A

n 
A

brupt C
lim

ate 
C

hange Scenario 
and It’s Im

plications 
for U

S N
atural 

Security”, quoted in 
Black M

ass, 2003

A
s others have since pointed out, that risk is further 

com
pounded by the possibility that resource w

ars w
ill converge 

w
ith w

ars of religion—
ensuring that som

e people’s w
orst fears 

about a potential “clash of civilisations” becom
es self-fulfilling. 

This is certainly the view
 of John G

ray, w
hose devastating 

Black M
ass: A

pocalyptic Religion and the D
eath of U

topia 
pours scorn on the kind of position adopted in this paper. Just 
because the w

orld is m
ore interdependent than in the past, 

 
 that is no reason for thinking that it is going to becom

e 
m

ore co-operative. W
here states rem

ain strong and 
effective they w

ill act to secure the resources under 
their control. W

here states are w
eak or collapsed, the 

struggle w
ill devolve to other groups. The overall result is 

intensified conflict rather than global co-operation. 11 

So w
here does that leave the case for a renew

ed em
phasis  

on regionalism
? 

11 G
ray, J, Black 

M
ass: A

pocalyptic 
Religion and the 
D

eath of U
topia, 

London: A
llen Lane, 

2007
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R
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O
urs has und

o
ub

ted
ly b

een the A
g

e 
o

f the G
lo

b
al. O

ver the last 25 years, 
‘b

ig
 p

icture p
o

litics’ has reflected
 an 

o
verw

helm
ing

 p
reo

ccup
atio

n w
ith 

all thing
s g

lo
b

al. Literally tho
usand

s 
o

f b
o

o
ks and

 acad
em

ic p
ap

ers o
n 

vario
us asp

ects o
f g

lo
b

alisatio
n 

have em
erg

ed
; the natio

n state 
is w

id
ely p

erceived
 to

 have b
een 

‘in retreat’, w
ith d

ecisio
ns shap

ed 
m

o
re and

 m
o

re b
y the o

ver-arching 
challeng

e o
f p

ro
sp

ering
 in a g

lo
b

al 
eco

no
m

y. The ‘unsto
p

p
ab

le fo
rce’ o

f 
g

lo
b

alisatio
n has im

p
acted

 no
t just 

o
n every sq

uare inch o
f the w

o
rld 

to
d

ay, b
ut o

n every p
o

litical p
ro

cess, 
every last asp

ect o
f g

o
vernance, 

every co
nstitutio

nal d
evelo

p
m

ent. 

Even in those countries w
here the constitutional balance 

betw
een national governm

ent on the one hand and the 
provincial, state or regional levels of governm

ent on the other, 
rem

ains both healthy and dynam
ic, the encroachm

ent of global 
im

peratives has indeed proved to be all but unstoppable. 

This is certainly the case in Europe. The driving force behind 
the rapid expansion of the EU

 has been to create a ‘global 
player’ w

hich in term
s of scale (population) and strength 

(econom
ic pow

er) w
ill be able to com

pete successfully w
ith 

the U
S, C

hina, India and the Far East. That has to be dressed 
up in all sorts of different w

ays, but that is w
hat Europe is now

 
all about. The new

 EU
 C

onstitution rem
ains loyal to som

e 
of the old ideas that brought European nations together (a 
desire to avoid further w

ars, to create a ‘level playing field’ 
betw

een m
em

ber countries, an affirm
ation of the value of 

cultural exchange and so on), but is basically about just one 
thing: prom

oting com
petitiveness in the global econom

y. 

The old but still very attractive idea of a ‘Europe of the 
Regions’ has been severely eroded by the Lisbon A

genda: 
com

petitiveness in the global econom
y dem

ands the 
subjugation of regional, local and com

m
unity interests to 

the ‘greater good’ of achieving econom
ic success in the 

global econom
y. That com

pelling hierarchy has em
erged in 

our lives alm
ost by default, in that politicians are reluctant to 

spell it out in such a w
ay that voters w

ould clearly understand 
that the global m

ust now
 trum

p not just local and regional 
perspectives, but national perspectives as w

ell. U
nder 

Scenarios 1 and 2 in “G
lobal Futures” (“G

lobalisation A
s 

Is” and “G
lobalisation Transform

ed”), that hierarchy w
ould 

rem
ain firm

ly entrenched. It is sobering to see the relative 
ease w

ith w
hich the globalisation/liberalisation faction w

ithin 
the EU

 C
om

m
ission, clustering around different aspects of 

the Lisbon A
genda, have been able to outm

anoeuvre a rather 
larger (but less influential) num

ber of C
om

m
issioners w

ho 
represent in their ow

n countries an agenda m
uch closer to 

R
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that of the G
othenburg Process: social inclusion, m

aintenance 
of key rights and entitlem

ents for w
orkers and citizens, 

better environm
ental protection and so on. The language of 

G
othenburg m

ay still be om
nipresent, but it is the iron fist of 

the Lisbon A
genda that shapes EU

 policy today. 

The resulting ‘fudge’ (that globalisation and regionalism
 

can happily co-exist and indeed are m
utually reinforcing) 

is now
 standard fare for voters across the w

hole of Europe. 
The determ

inistic assum
ptions that lie behind this im

plicit 
hierarchy (that the nations of Europe ‘have no choice’ in that 
w

e either learn to prosper in the global econom
y or prepare 

for penury, and that long-term
 gain—

how
ever nebulously 

articulated—
w

ill com
pensate for any short-term

 pain) are 
usually only questioned for very different reasons either by 
Europe’s right-w

ing populist parties, concerned as they are 
about national sovereignty and about the erosion of cultural 
identity in the face of m

ass im
m

igration, or by Europe’s G
reen 

Parties, w
ho see our subservient acquiescence in the so-

called ‘econom
ic im

peratives’ of globalisation as the greatest 
accelerator of environm

ental devastation and social injustice.

 
 It is tim

e that those w
anting a fairer, m

ore environm
entally 

sustainable w
orld, w

here everyone’s basic needs are 
m

et, had a radical rethink. They m
ust stop pinning 

their hopes of cam
paign success on tw

eaking the 
direction of globalisation. They m

ust stop acting as  
if trade rules w

ere governed by som
e kind of 

O
lym

pian logic that com
es dow

n from
 on high, w

ith 
the intention of eventual global benefit. They m

ust  
set their cam

paigning am
bitions higher than 

differential adjustm
ents to the onw

ard m
arch of 

globalisation. Instead, trade rules should be seen  
for w

hat they are: a grubby set of global guidelines 
draw

n up at the behest of the pow
erful for the  

benefit of the pow
erful. 12

12 H
ines, C

, 
Localisation: A

 
G

lobal M
anifesto, 

London: Earthscan, 
2000

O
nly under Scenario 3 (“G

lobalisation Reborn”) w
ill a 

concept of “A
 Europe of the Regions” really flourish. 

C
ultural, econom

ic and political heterogeneity w
ould 

be the norm
 and highly prized; individual citizens w

ould 
be encouraged to see them

selves as part of a bigger 
region (Europe as a w

hole), but their prim
ary “identity 

relationships” w
ould be w

ith their ow
n particular region 

(the N
orth East of England, B

avaria, the B
asque C

ountry, 
Em

ilia Rom
agna, the Peloponnese and so on) and w

ith 
their local com

m
unity. In an interesting pam

phlet for the 
new

 Local G
overnm

ent N
etw

ork, Ed B
alls, John H

ealey and 
C

hris Leslie em
phasise the crucial im

portance of this issue:

 
 The question of identity is vital to creating sustaining 
structures of governance, because it goes to the  
heart of how

 w
e as a society co-exist. A

ll individuals 
strive for security, com

fort and a sense of belonging  
in their lives. O

ur identity is inextricably linked w
ith 

those w
e interact w

ith, and the norm
al patterns of 

social behaviour through w
hich w

e live our lives.  
G

ood governance w
orks w

ithin the fram
ew

ork of our 
social psychology. M

atching our political institutions 
and discourses w

ith our social and personally 
constructed identities helps to anchor them

  
positively w

ithin society. 13

It is still uncertain, m
ind you, just how

 enthused this 
Labour governm

ent really is about further radical steps 
to devolve pow

er through the English Regions and on 
to local governm

ent. There is an am
bivalence there that 

still m
uddies the w

ater in every new
 stuttering m

easure 
it advances to regulate the relationship betw

een the 
centre and the local. B

y contrast, decentralisation (dow
n 

to the regional, local or com
m

unity level) has alw
ays 

been ‘an article of faith’ for green activists the w
orld over. 

The rationale behind this rests on four them
atic pillars: 

econom
ic, dem

ocratic, cultural and ecological.

13 Balls, E,  
J, H

ealey and  
C

, Leslie, Evolution 
and D

evolution 
in England, N

ew
 

Local G
overnm

ent 
N

etw
ork, 2006
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E
co

no
m

ic
The w

atchw
ord here is self-reliance: produce as m

uch 
locally and regionally as it is possible to do, efficiently 
and cost-effectively, and buy in w

hatever else is needed 
from

 as close to hom
e as possible. This is not the sam

e 
as self-sufficiency, a cause w

hich has alw
ays attracted a 

sm
all but influential num

ber of advocates arguing that 
there should be few

 if any exceptions to the prioritisation 
of local production for local needs. I shall revisit this 
crucial distinction, in the final chapter, as part of a w

ider 
exploration of w

hat a genuinely sustainable balance 
betw

een globalisation and regionalism
 m

ight look like. 
B

ut in a carbon-constrained w
orld, w

ith energy and 
com

m
odity prices rising ever higher, it obviously m

akes 
sense to reduce the length of supply chains w

herever 
possible—

though this has huge ram
ifications for the 

global econom
y as w

e know
 it today.

D
em

o
cratic

G
reen Parties have alw

ays subscribed enthusiastically 
to that school of thought w

hich believes that a thriving 
dem

ocracy is built from
 the bottom

 up and not im
posed 

from
 the top dow

n. A
s concerns about declining 

participation in elections grow
—

particularly at the 
local level—

the correlation betw
een the level at w

hich 
decisions are being taken and the degree of engagem

ent/
detachm

ent on the part of the individual citizen regarding 
such decisions becom

es m
ore and m

ore im
portant. 

W
hether the traditional ‘rule of thum

b’ in green thinking 
(that all decisions should be taken as closely as possible 
to those m

ost directly affected by them
—

or “radical 
subsidiarity” as it is som

etim
es called) still com

m
ands 

the sam
e level of support in today’s globalised w

orld 
is a m

oot point: m
any individuals feel little if any direct 

involvem
ent in their local com

m
unity, often opting instead 

for engagem
ent in a variety of virtual (and increasingly 

global) com
m

unities through the internet. 

C
ultural

D
iversity of every description rem

ains a significant issue for 
green activists the w

orld over. O
ne of the central concerns 

in today’s m
ultifarious cam

paigns against globalisation 
is the dam

age it is perceived to do to cultural diversity 
through the ‘hom

ogenisation’ of econom
ic and cultural 

activity, as w
ell as through the concentration of pow

er in 
the hands of few

er and few
er global com

panies. The right 
to protect cultural diversity from

 the forces of globalisation 
has for som

e becom
e as im

portant as the fight to protect 
biological diversity. A

 w
orld dom

inated by A
m

erican 
values and lifestyles, transm

itted ever m
ore persuasively 

by the vast and pow
erful U

S entertainm
ent industry, has 

becom
e an increasingly abhorrent prospect as people 

take stock of the incalculable dam
age done by the 

im
position of A

m
erica’s im

perialistic am
bitions all around 

the w
orld. C

ritics of globalisation like the Indian academ
ic 

and activist Vandana Shiva point out that w
e cannot really 

separate cultural diversity and biological diversity anyw
ay: 

 
 D

iversity is the characteristic of nature, and the 
basis of ecological stability. D

iverse ecosystem
s 

give rise to diverse life form
s and diverse cultures. 

The co-evolution of culture, life form
s and habitats 

has conserved the biological diversity of the 
planet. C

ultural diversity and biological diversity 
therefore go hand in hand. 14

E
co

lo
g

ical
A

nthropology reveals the cum
ulative overlay of hum

an 
culture on the w

orkings of the natural w
orld over 

m
any centuries, reaching out further and further into 

parts of the w
orld once deem

ed inaccessible, and 
deeper and deeper into the com

plex relationships and 
interconnections w

hich underpin the healthy functioning 
of those natural system

s. 

14 Shrybm
an, S,  

A
 C

itizen’s G
uide 

to the W
orld Trade 

O
rganisation, 

O
ttaw

a: C
anadian 

C
enter for Policy 

A
lternatives, 1999
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Such insights have often sim
ulated a m

uch m
ore 

creative approach to regionalism
 than is apparent in 

our m
ainstream

 m
edia today. Throughout the 1970s 

and 80s, a philosophical/political m
ovem

ent know
n 

as “bioregionalism
” played an extrem

ely influential 
role in elaborating green thinking, particularly in the 
U

S. For various reasons, that bioregional perspective 
has been som

ew
hat overshadow

ed of late, both by 
increasingly hostile political developm

ents at the 
national level, and by the shift of em

phasis to the 
global—

and not just the global econom
y—

in term
s of 

global environm
ental issues such as ozone depletion 

and now
 clim

ate change. 

H
ow

ever, as I shall explain in the next chapter, m
y instinct 

is that the ideas underpinning bioregionalism
 w

ill gain 
new

 m
om

entum
 over the next couple of decades, so it 

is w
orth unpacking briefly w

hat it m
eans. In essence, the 

original region is of course the biological region: any part 
of the Earth’s surface w

hose boundaries are m
ore or less 

determ
ined by natural features and characteristics rather 

than by any subsequent hum
an overlay, distinguishable 

from
 other regions by particular attributes of flora, fauna, 

w
ater conditions, m

icro-clim
ate, soils and geological 

features. The essence of bioregionalism
 as a political 

m
ovem

ent is the overarching need to find w
ays of 

w
orking “in partnership” w

ith these natural attributes, 
rather than seeking to im

pose on them
 a standardised 

industrial culture in order to squeeze as m
uch econom

ic 
value out of them

 as possible—
to becom

e, in rather 
m

ore poetic discourse, ‘dw
ellers in our ow

n land’ rather 
than acting as invasive aliens. This is how

 Kirkpatrick Sale 
sum

m
ed it up back in 1991:

 
 To becom

e dw
ellers in the land, to com

e to know
 

the Earth fully and honestly, the crucial task is to 
understand place, the im

m
ediate specific place 

w
here w

e live. The kinds of soils and rocks under our 
feet; the source of the w

aters w
e drink; the m

eaning 
of the different kinds of w

ind; the com
m

on insects, 
birds, m

am
m

als, plants and trees; the particular 
cycles of the seasons; the tim

es to plant and harvest 
and forage—

these are the things that are necessary 
to know

. The lim
its of its resources; the carrying 

capacities of its lands and w
aters; the places w

here it 
m

ust not be stressed; the places w
here its bounties 

can best be developed; the treasures it holds and the 
treasures it w

ithholds—
these are the things that m

ust 
be understood. 15

That m
ay sound a bit dated today, or perhaps a little 

too florid for the m
ore pragm

atic style of environm
ental 

thinking that seem
s to dom

inate contem
porary political 

discourse. Interestingly, how
ever, it is precisely the kind of 

philosophical approach that can be detected at the heart 
of the m

ost im
portant EU

 directives (the H
abitats D

irective 
and the W

ater Fram
ew

ork D
irective) that w

ill regulate 
our interaction w

ith the natural w
orld across Europe in 

increasingly influential w
ays over the next few

 decades.

15 Sale, K, D
w

ellers 
in the Land, 
Philadelphia: N

ew
 

Society Publishers, 
1991
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16 N
ordhaus, 

T and M
, 

Shellenberger, 
Break Through: 
From

 the D
eath of 

Environm
entalism

 
to the Politics of 
Possibility, Boston: 
H

oughton M
ifflin, 

2007 

I
s
 a

 b
e
t
t
e
r
 w

o
r
ld

 
 

s
t
i
ll a

v
a
i
la

b
le

?
 

C
ritics of today’s m

odel of globalisation 
are often accused of having nothing 
to put in its place. In their new

 book, 
Break Through, Ted N

ordhaus and 
M

ichael Shellenberger, ask w
hy it is that 

environm
entalists are only too happy to 

share w
ith the w

orld an endless litany 
of nightm

arish dystopias, but som
ehow

 
can’t get them

selves into any kind of  
“I have a dream

” creative space:

 
 M

artin Luther K
ing

 Jr’s “I have 
a d

ream
” sp

eech is fam
o

us 
b

ecause it p
ut fo

rw
ard

 an 
insp

iring
, p

o
sitive visio

n that 
carried

 a critiq
ue o

f the current 
m

o
vem

ent w
ithin it. Im

ag
ine 

ho
w

 histo
ry w

o
uld

 have turned 
o

ut had
 K

ing
 g

iven an “I have a 
nig

htm
are” sp

eech instead
. 16 

This is m
ore than a little m

ischievous! In w
riting 

C
apitalism

 as if the W
orld M

atters, I had the opportunity 
to review

 m
any different positive visions put forw

ard by 
environm

entalists over the years, and had little difficulty 
com

ing up w
ith a com

posited version to encourage  
at least som

e visualisation of how
 things m

ight be  
(see A

ppendix). 

But the tension betw
een centralisation and decentralisation 

is ever-present in term
s of alternatives to the current w

orld 
order. A

ny enquiry into the balance betw
een that w

hich is 
best done globally and that w

hich is best done regionally 
(or locally) depends to a very large extent on w

hat sort 
of serious room

 for m
anoeuvre one believes there still 

is for the future of hum
ankind. For a variety of reasons 

(predom
inantly ecological or political), m

any people now
 

believe this is a som
ew

hat irrelevant enquiry, in that our 
‘destiny’ as a species is already determ

ined by w
hat w

e 
have done (or failed to do) over the last 50 years or m

ore. 

They m
ay be right. Every year that w

e postpone requisite 
m

easures to address clim
ate change, for instance, 

the greater the likelihood that the ‘too little, too late’ 
persuasion w

ill be proved right. Jim
 Lovelock, perhaps 

the w
orld’s m

ost em
inent independent scientist, is 

convinced it is already too late, even if w
e w

ere to do 
m

ore than anyone today can even begin to im
agine. 

Jam
es H

ansen, w
hose gloom

y prognostications I referred 
to earlier, w

ould be loath to fall in w
ith Jim

 Lovelock’s 
‘too late’ hypothesis, but represents nonetheless a 
grow

ing cohort of w
orld class scientists w

ho believe that 
the ‘too late’ threshold is not so far aw

ay.

There is an intriguing paradox here: m
ight it not be, 

against all the odds, the unprecedented global calam
ity 

of clim
ate change that sum

m
ons forth an equally 

unprecedented level of global collaboration? To take that 

I
s
 a

 b
e
t
t
e
r
 w

o
r
ld

 s
t
i
ll a

v
a
i
la

b
le

?
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one step further, w
ould it ever be possible, w

ithout the 
threat of runaw

ay clim
ate change, to fashion a half-w

ay 
decent, reasonably equitable, broadly sustainable w

ay of 
life for the vast m

ajority of hum
ankind over the course of 

the next few
 decades? 

The vast m
ajority of environm

entalists take a 
predom

inantly negative (or ‘realistic’, in their w
ords) 

position on any such speculation. H
ow

ever, a thriving 
school of latter-day ecotopians w

ould have us believe 
it w

ill indeed be possible to fashion that kind of future, 
and it’s not hard to get sw

ept up in their uplifting 
enthusiasm

. Jam
es M

artin’s The M
eaning of the 21st 

C
entury exem

plifies this school of thought here in 
the U

K. U
nlike those fashionable ‘contrarians’ such as 

Bjorn Lom
borg (w

ho steadfastly argue that there is no 
“ecological crisis”, w

ith or w
ithout clim

ate change, 
and certainly no crisis arising out of the inequitable 
distribution of w

ealth and resources), Jam
es M

artin’s 
analysis of the state of the w

orld today is as realistic  
and uncom

prom
ising as that of Jim

 Lovelock’s—
or, I 

believe m
y ow

n. But his passion for new
 technology 

takes him
 so far out into a w

orld of benign, apparently 
foreseeable and m

anageable technofixes, as to leave  
m

y head spinning!

M
ost challengingly of all, this technological cornucopia 

becom
es the m

eans by w
hich today’s m

ost intractable, 
non-ecological ‘train crashes” (as he him

self describes 
them

) are also best addressed. U
nfeasibly w

ide 
(and still w

idening) divides betw
een rich and poor 

are to be eased if not entirely resolved by quantum
 

breakthroughs in technologies like hum
an enhancem

ent 
or nanotechnology; religious fundam

entalism
 or 

extrem
e ethnic or racist hatred becom

es som
ehow

 
m

ore m
anageable in a w

orld w
here extrem

e-bandw
idth 

telecom
m

unications based on fibre-optic cables w
ith 

inconceivably large transm
ission capacities m

ake for  
a globally connected w

orld such as w
e have never  

seen before. 

U
nlike m

any of m
y colleagues in today’s increasingly 

diverse G
reen M

ovem
ent, I find m

yself m
oderately 

susceptible to these technology-driven escape 
routes. For instance, I have becom

e passionate about 
C

oncentrated Solar Pow
er (C

SP)—
a sim

ple, already 
proven, m

ore-or-less econom
ically viable technology 

(even in today’s grotesquely distorted energy m
arkets) 

w
hich w

ould perm
it today’s m

ost generously solar-
enabled nations (som

e of w
hich just happen to be 

am
ongst the w

orld’s poorest nations) to generate far 
m

ore energy over the next 20 or 30 years than w
ould be 

required by the w
hole of hum

ankind. This is not so ‘over 
the top’ as you m

ight suppose. It com
es as a surprise 

to m
any people to discover that investm

ent in C
SP is 

already rising exponentially, w
ith new

 and ever-larger 
projects under w

ay in m
ore than a dozen countries—

even if, som
ew

hat bafflingly, not one of the big oil and 
gas com

panies has as yet staked a claim
 in w

hat w
ill 

indisputably becom
e one of the biggest global energy 

technologies ever seen. N
ot even those com

panies w
ith 

an historical interest in solar pow
er (particularly BP and 

Shell) seem
 to have seen this particular inscription on  

the w
all. 

Perhaps m
ore controversially, m

y m
ind is also not entirely 

closed to the prospect that the next generation of 
nuclear pow

er (as in the prototype pebble-bed nuclear 
reactors being pioneered by countries such as C

hina 
and South A

frica) m
ight just com

e to the aid of those 
already industrialised counties that still cannot quite see 
their ow

n particular future in term
s of the decentralised, 

sm
all-scale, totally renew

able technologies that our 
collective future really depends on. It’s just that m

y every 

I
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instinct about nuclear pow
er tells m

e that until such tim
e 

as its inherent disadvantages (cost, unm
anageable volum

es 
of w

aste, security risks, proliferation risks and so on) are 
resolved, it is just pie-in-the-sky to suppose that nuclear 
pow

er has anything m
uch to offer an im

m
inently im

perilled 
hum

an race. A
nd as for nuclear fusion, you m

ight as w
ell 

believe in Father C
hristm

as. 

A
ll in all, you w

ould have to be a congenital pessim
ist to 

ignore the fact that the technology pluses in the w
orld of 

energy undoubtedly outw
eigh the technology m

inuses. That 
is not the case in all spheres of hum

an activity, and I w
ill return 

to the other m
ain foundation of hum

an life—
nam

ely food 
production—

in the next chapter. But that being the case w
ith 

energy, at least, there is absolutely no a priori reason w
hy 

governm
ents should not already be single-m

indedly driving 
the transition from

 today’s suicidally unsustainable fossil fuel 
econom

y to a predom
inantly solar, renew

able and increasingly 
sustainable energy econom

y. There w
ill, of course, be losers 

in that transition (m
ost spectacularly in those nations that 

w
ould otherw

ise have looked forw
ard to draw

ing dow
n the 

trillions of dollars w
orth of fossil fuel assets that m

ust now
 be 

left exactly w
here they are in the ground), but as far as the 

global econom
y is concerned, let alone nation states, let alone 

individual citizens, N
icholas Stern’s pow

erful argum
ents that 

the costs involved in this transition w
ill be relatively low

 (in 
com

parison to the costs involved in not m
aking that transition) 

m
ust surely w

in the day.

But w
ill it? H

aving ascertained that it is not technology 
that is the problem

, one has to look then either to the 
capacity of political leaders and/or to the ‘am

enability’ 
of those w

ho elect today’s political leaders. A
nd here the 

prognostications are far from
 good. 50 years or m

ore of 
w

hat G
eorge Soros describes as the “feel-good society” 

throughout the developed w
orld, but m

ost aggressively 
experienced in the U

S, has left the vast m
ajority of people 

today singularly ill-equipped to cope w
ith an im

pending 
com

bination of dram
atic change, m

uch higher levels of 
societal and personal risk, and a renew

ed im
perative for 

each and every citizen to ‘play their part’ just as w
ould once 

have happened as a m
atter of course in less ‘feel-good’ 

periods of history. This is of particular significance in the U
S, 

w
hich has been shielded from

 reality of alm
ost every kind, 

seduced in the first instance by the delights of debt-driven 
consum

erism
 and relatively low

 taxes, and, since 9/11, by 
the deception that all that is being asked of A

m
erica as the 

sole superpow
er in the w

orld today is to prosecute w
ith 

increasingly ferocity a ‘w
ar on terror’ that can obviously 

never be w
on.

 
 The m

essage is sim
ple: A

m
erica cannot rem

ain 
pow

erful and prosperous as a feel-good society. W
e 

m
ust learn to confront unpleasant realities if w

e w
ant 

to rem
ain leaders in the w

orld. W
ill any politician in the 

U
S stand up and deliver that m

essage? A
nd if there is 

such a politician, w
ill the public listen? A

fter all, a feel-
good society does not w

ant to be given bad new
s. 17

I w
ill return to the question of A

m
erica and its role in the 

w
orld in “G

lobalisation as A
m

erican Im
perialism

”. But 
for now

, the only w
ay of avoiding extrem

e pessim
ism

 is 
to assum

e that the increasingly painful reality of clim
ate-

induced ‘shock and aw
e’, com

bined w
ith unprecedented 

levels of geo-political instability, w
ill stim

ulate a different 
quality of political leadership, m

ade possible and then 
reinforced by a different quality of citizen engagem

ent. In 
The U

pside of D
ow

n, Thom
as H

om
er-D

ixon draw
s a fine but 

critical distinction betw
een breakdow

n, on the one hand 
(as in cum

ulative shocks to the system
 that still allow

 for full 
recovery and, eventually, for a fully-fledged ‘breakthrough’ 
to a better w

orld), and, on the other, collapse—
w

hich allow
s 

for nothing other than a m
iserable descent into the end of 

any form
 of civilisation as w

e know
 it today.

 

17 Soros, G
, The 

A
ge of Fallability: 

The C
onsequences 

of the W
ar on 

Terror, London:  
Phoenix Books, 
2006
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For clim
ate ‘realists’ (w

hich is how
 scientists like Jim

 
H

ansen continue to see them
selves), breakdow

n as a 
pream

ble to breakthrough is as close to optim
ism

 as one is 
perm

itted to com
e. Inevitably, it’s a rather strange kind of 

optim
ism

: for clim
ate reality finally to daw

n, globally and 
incontrovertibly in every nation, w

e basically need as m
uch 

short-term
 pain in the system

 as it’s possible to im
agine. 

N
ot just one but, say, three H

urricane Katrinas every year 
over the next few

 years; not just ‘w
eird stuff’ in w

eather 
patterns in a few

 countries, but m
onth-in, m

onth-out 
extrem

es all around the w
orld; not just ‘a bit of a problem

’ 
for the w

orld’s insurance industry (w
hich is how

 som
e in 

the industry continue to see clim
ate change despite being 

in the eye of the financial storm
 that is now

 brew
ing), but 

partial m
eltdow

n in insurance m
arkets all around the w

orld. 

Even this level of short-term
 pain w

ill be horrendous. 
G

row
th in the global econom

y could slow
 and, for a 

w
hile, even grind to a halt. But any residual scientific 

and econom
ic doubts regarding the im

pact of clim
ate 

change w
ould be elim

inated; electorates (and even those 
citizens living in non-dem

ocracies like C
hina) w

ould 
dem

and concerted, dram
atic action on the part of their 

governm
ents to w

ard off the prospect of m
uch, m

uch 
w

orse pain in the future. 

This, at least, is the w
orking hypothesis against w

hich it is 
possible to assess w

hat needs to be done at a global level 
and w

hat needs to be done at a regional/local level. A
nd 

in this regard, w
e’re in for som

e very rude shocks to the 
unthinking assum

ptions of m
ost politicians and econom

ists 
today that volum

es of globally-traded goods and services 
w

ill sim
ply continue to increase at m

ore or less the sam
e 

rates as they have done over the last 20 to 25 years. That 
sim

ply is not going to happen as a com
bination of very 

high oil prices and serious m
easures to decarbonise the 

global econom
y finally kick in. 
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Perhap
s the m

ost sig
nificant area of 

econom
ic activity to investig

ate in that 
reg

ard
 is ag

riculture. Few
 p

eop
le tod

ay 
have fully und

erstood
 the com

p
lex 

relationship
s b

etw
een clim

ate chang
e 

and
 m

od
ern ag

riculture—
w

hich is b
oth 

a m
ajor contrib

utor to clim
ate chang

e 
and

 the one area of hum
an end

eavour 
m

ost vulnerab
le to the im

p
acts of 

accelerated
 clim

ate chang
e. 

D
ep

end
ing

 on how
 you d

efine the 
‘b

ound
ary cond

itions’ around
 g

lob
al 

food
 p

rod
uction system

s, ag
riculture 

is resp
onsib

le for anyw
here b

etw
een 

15 to
 20 p

er cent of g
lob

al em
issions 

of C
O

2 , 60 p
er cent of m

ethane 
g

as em
issions, and

 up
 to 80 p

er 
cent of nitrous oxid

e em
issions—

a 
g

reenhouse g
as that is at least 200 

tim
es m

ore p
ow

erful than C
O

2 .
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Em
issions of nitrous oxide com

e from
 tw

o principal 
sources: the conversion of forests into farm

land, and the 
use of artificial fertiliser. M

ethane (w
hich is around 20 

tim
es m

ore pow
erful as a greenhouse gas than C

O
2 ) arises 

predom
inantly from

 increased livestock production and 
from

 rice paddies—
the hectarage of w

hich has increased 
dram

atically over the last 20 years. 

M
odern agriculture is, at one level, a m

assive success story.  
W

e w
ould not have been able to increase hum

an num
bers as 

w
e have done w

ithout huge increases in agricultural production. 
U

nfortunately, there are still m
any m

illions of people w
ho do not 

have enough food to lead a decent life, but this is m
uch m

ore 
to do w

ith lack of m
oney than w

ith any lack of food as such. For 
citizens of the rich w

orld, on the other hand, food has becom
e 

just another globally traded com
m

odity. A
s long as the price 

is right, it m
atters not a fig to the food processing industry or 

to retailers w
here they source their raw

 m
aterials from

. Supply 
chains have becom

e increasingly global, food prices have been 
kept astonishingly low

 throughout the rich w
orld, and consum

ers 
have got used to (and, it has to be said, are delighted by) a 
vastly extended range of choices in w

hich seasonality and 
country of origin are m

inor if not irrelevant considerations for  
the m

ajority of consum
ers. 

But these huge successes have only been m
ade possible by 

the use of fossil fuels—
in the production of nitrogen fertilizers 

and agricultural chem
icals, in the developm

ent of ever m
ore 

efficient farm
 m

achinery, in pum
ped irrigation, in sophisticated 

distribution system
s and so on. The rapidly changing dynam

ics 
of energy costs, the availability of oil and gas, the grow

ing 
im

pact of clim
ate change policies, and the need to reduce 

the am
ount of w

ater in m
odern farm

ing (the am
ount of w

ater 
used for irrigation is doubling every 20 years or so, and already 
accounts for around 70 per cent of the fresh w

ater used 
w

orld-w
ide) m

eans this particular m
odel of agriculture cannot 

possibly survive. 

To take just one exam
ple, the over-arching need to ensure 

that the 1,600 billion tonnes of carbon locked up in soils all 
around the w

orld stay locked up in those soils m
andates a 

dram
atic shift in farm

ing practices—
a challenge m

ade all 
the m

ore urgent given the latest w
ork done by The H

adley 
C

entre dem
onstrating that even gently rising tem

peratures 
over the next 30 years m

ay w
ell transform

 today’s biggest 
‘sinks’ for C

O
2  (our forests, oceans and soils) into net C

O
2  

em
itters. A

nd w
hatever one m

ay think about the potential 
for genetically m

odified crops, unless those new
 crops 

have built into their genetically engineered D
N

A
 attributes 

that m
assively reduce C

O
2  intensity, from

 planting through 
to final use, then the contribution they w

ill m
ake w

ill be of 
little value in a carbon-constrained w

orld.

The sim
ple reality is that, over the next ten to 20 years, 

our food econom
y w

ill becom
e predom

inantly local and 
regional, w

ith m
uch sm

aller volum
es of international 

trade alm
ost entirely in com

m
odities such as tea, coffee, 

chocolate, exotic fruits, w
ine and so on—

in other w
ords, 

those ‘special’ products w
here m

utual advantage m
ay be 

said to justify a relatively greater carbon footprint. A
nd 

m
ost of these products w

ill travel by sea rather than by 
plane, and w

ill be Fair Trade rather than bog-standard. 
Food production system

s w
ill m

inim
ise the use of fossil 

fuels at every point in the value chain, and m
axim

ise 
the potential to sequester m

ore carbon in both soils 
and biom

ass. There w
ill be w

idespread use of m
anures, 

com
post and m

ulches, such as forest bark, straw
 or other 

organic m
aterial; agro-forestry system

s w
ill thrive, and are 

in fact already being increasingly actively supported even 
by arch-prom

oters of m
odern intensive farm

ing such as the 
U

N
 Food and A

griculture O
rganisation. 

O
rganic farm

ing system
s com

e closest to this m
odel of 

sustainable agriculture at the m
om

ent, prim
arily because 

they avoid the use of all fertilisers and synthetic chem
icals. 
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But w
e are unlikely to end up in an all-organic w

orld by 
2025, as the judicious use of artificial chem

icals m
ay w

ell 
prove beneficial for the tim

e being as part and parcel 
of integrated pest m

anagem
ent system

s. O
rganic or 

not, there w
ill be far less m

eat consum
ed in the w

orld, 
and the kind of feedlot-based system

s of intensive m
eat 

production that w
e see today w

ill becom
e a thing of the 

past, sym
bols of old-w

orld ‘efficiency’, w
here neither 

carbon nor cruelty played any part in the m
etrics used. 

It has to be acknow
ledged that few

 people today feel 
m

uch enthusiasm
 for this potential radical transform

ation in 
food production and distribution. A

ll efforts to em
phasise 

the im
portance of ‘food security’ in political debate today 

are still dism
issed as an anachronistic default to pre-m

arket 
protectionism

. But the very idea of self-sufficiency in food 
production has been subtly corrupted, as pointed out by 
Teddy G

oldsm
ith:

 
 The w

ay International A
gencies define ‘self-

sufficiency’ has nothing to do w
ith the w

ay the term
 

is norm
ally used for a country that produces no food 

at all but can still be regarded as ‘self-sufficient’ 
so long as it can pay for its im

ports. W
hat w

e call 
food self-sufficiency, they call ‘food autarchy’, and 
for them

, this is the greatest crim
e any country can 

possible com
m

it, for if it w
ere adopted w

orld-w
ide, 

there w
ould be no international trade, no global 

econom
y, and no transnational corporations, w

hile the 
econom

ies of countries m
ade dependent on w

orld 
trade w

ould have to be drastically transform
ed. 18

But advocates of local, self-reliant food production system
s 

do them
selves few

 favours by appearing to endorse, 
w

ith m
ore than a hint of nostalgia, the sim

plicities of 
traditional, ‘peasant’ subsistence farm

ing. In fact, the 
only w

ay the adoption of local food production system
s 

18 G
oldsm

ith, E, 
“H

ow
 to Feed 

People under a 
Regim

e of C
lim

ate 
C

hange”, Ecologist 
M

agazine, January 
2004

w
ill w

ork (in developed countries, at least) is through 
increasingly sophisticated production techniques as w

ell 
as distribution and m

arketing system
s. ‘Local’ m

ust com
e 

to m
ean aspirational, higher quality rather than m

aking 
do w

ith ‘w
hat one has to put up w

ith’. A
nd one can easily 

im
agine all the advantages of w

eb-enabled, personalised 
system

s, m
aintaining high levels of choice and diversity, 

becom
ing the standard in this very different food age. 

This is im
portant. If such developm

ents are seen as a 
retreat from

 the high point of today’s centralised and 
globalised system

s, they w
ill be resisted rather than 

em
braced. The sam

e is true of the next energy revolution, 
as societies m

ove aw
ay from

 today’s ludicrously w
asteful, 

over-priced and carbon-intensive energy supply system
s 

to a far greater reliance on decentralised energy 
technologies, local area netw

orks, hyper-efficient hom
es, 

offices and shopping centres. To describe this as som
e 

kind of ‘energy descent’, a com
pulsory abnegation of all 

today’s convenience and m
indless plenty, is hardly going 

to m
ake the politics of engineering such a transition 

any easier. The huge advantage of today’s cutting-edge 
energy technologies (affecting both overall energy 
consum

ption and renew
ables) is that they’re going to 

provide all our current energy services (or, at least, alm
ost 

all—
one suspects that the days of the patio heater are 

clearly num
bered!) at little if any extra cost—

and w
ith 

m
assive sustainability benefits. 

It is therefore w
ith som

e confidence that one can point to 
at least tw

o of the basic foundations of civilised life (energy 
and food) being as readily and satisfyingly available at a 
local/regional level as at a global/national level. Beyond 
that, there is also little reason to suppose that the sam

e 
quality of life as w

e have today w
ould not be m

aintained in 
term

s of the provision of basic services such as healthcare, 
education, w

aste m
anagem

ent, social services—
these are 
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already, after all, the prim
ary provenance of local system

s 
of governance, how

ever m
uch central governm

ent m
ay 

seek to circum
scribe levels of local autonom

y. 

In short, that w
hich can be delivered locally and 

coordinated regionally, should be. The sustainability 
benefits (as in reduction of dam

aging environm
ental 

im
pacts) are substantial. B

ut the idea that this som
ehow

 
dim

inishes the im
portance of pursuing solutions to a 

host of other sustainability challenges at the global level 
strikes m

e as very bizarre. A
 strictly rational, function-

based com
m

itm
ent to regionalism

 and localism
 does not 

need to be accom
panied by som

e autom
atic ideological 

abhorrence of appropriate m
odels of globalisation. 

Indeed, as already indicated in “G
lobal Futures”, the 

inherently global nature of challenges such as clim
ate 

change, dem
and an unprecedented com

m
itm

ent to 
global institutions and processes w

ithout w
hich no 

solutions can possibly be forthcom
ing. 

A
nd clim

ate change m
ust, of course, com

e at the top of 
that list—

w
hich m

eans sorting out both C
hina and the 

U
S! W

ith C
hina now

 the w
orld’s largest em

itter of C
O

2 , 
overtaking the U

S in the second half of 2007, and the U
S 

still the w
orld’s m

ost culpably deviant nation (in term
s of 

ignoring its historical international responsibilities), any 
post-2012 successor to the Kyoto Protocol m

ust explicitly 
start w

ith the im
perative of getting these tw

o nations on 
board. O

f the tw
o, C

hina is in fact the m
ore im

portant, in 
that the principal reason for the U

S refusing to ratify the 
Kyoto Protocol in the first instance w

as the fact that nations 
like C

hina and India w
ere not initially required to take their 

share of em
ission reductions. But once those countries are 

engaged, the rapidly shifting politics of clim
ate change 

inside the U
S (especially in C

alifornia, as w
ell as in a 

grow
ing num

ber of big cities and key States) offers a m
ore 

than reasonable prospect of the U
S com

ing on board. A
nd 

on the C
hina front, the global realpolitik is sim

ple: there 
is a financial deal to be done, and it w

ill not com
e cheap.

This is a w
holly counter-intuitive position, but if one buys 

into the idea of “breakthrough via breakdow
n” (as 

articulated in “Is a better w
orld still available”), it is not 

unreasonable to suppose that C
hina w

ill engineer its 
sustainability breakthrough long before the U

S or even 
Europe. C

hina’s understanding of clim
ate-induced 

vulnerability (through further loss of productive land, 
depletion of w

ater resources, sea level rises on its 
Eastern seaboard, social insurrection arising from

 
disputes over land and w

ater, and so on) runs far deeper 
than am

ongst the political classes in the U
S or Europe. 

The com
bined im

pact on their econom
ic and social 

prospects is not the stuff of som
e flaky scenario-building 

exercise; it’s already happening right now
, and the 

“short-term
 pain“ is already intense. 

A
s a potential global pace-setter on sustainability, C

hina 
has three things going for it: alm

ost lim
itless reserves 

of foreign exchange; a passion about engineering, 
innovation and possible technological breakthroughs; 
and far few

er constraints on its room
 for m

anoeuvre 
than is the case in any dem

ocracy. A
nd if you look hard 

enough, you can already see the outline of this new
 

econom
y em

erging through the polluted hell-holes of 
the old econom

y, w
ith the scale of investm

ent that C
hina 

is already directing into environm
ental technologies 

and renew
able energy quite staggering. W

hether that 
w

ill persuade it to start taking a lead on clim
ate change 

internationally is another story. 

There is no historical precedent for the kind of intense 
international negotiations on clim

ate change that are 
already underw

ay. The Intergovernm
ental Panel on 

clim
ate change (itself a global institution that has no 
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precedent and, currently, no com
parator) has established 

an im
pressively robust science base, and the U

N
’s fam

ily 
of nations now

 has the opportunity (through the U
N

 
Fram

ew
ork C

onvention on C
lim

ate C
hange) to convert 

that science into binding global agreem
ents. A

s intim
ated 

before, it m
ay paradoxically be the sheer scale of threat 

that constitutes our best hope at this stage. W
ith grow

ing 
aw

areness of the potentially horrific consequences of non-
linear clim

ate change (w
here the global clim

ate flips from
 

one relatively stable state to a dram
atically different state 

in w
hat m

ight be a startlingly short period of tim
e), m

any 
now

 believe that it is m
ore realistic to speculate about w

hat 
m

ight be described as “non-linear political leadership”, 
w

ith today’s grudging, w
holly inadequate increm

entalism
 

‘flipping’ into an unprecedented m
anifestation of urgent, 

burden-sharing solidarity, w
ith politicians em

pow
ered by 

their electorates to institute non-linear program
m

es of 
technology shift, civic action and international cooperation. 

H
igh-level agreem

ents of such a kind m
ust then be 

translated through into specific technology cooperation 
deals so that the w

ave of innovation that w
e are just 

beginning to see the first signs of becom
es instantly 

available to all nations, not just to those that have the 
inherited intellectual capital in both H

igher Education and 
the private sector to build breakthrough on breakthrough. 
There m

ust of course be w
ays of protecting the intellectual 

property em
bedded in those breakthroughs, but new

 
international financing m

echanism
s m

ust clearly develop 
the capability to spread those benefits as w

idely and as 
rapidly as possible. 

There is no single area w
here this m

atters m
ore than in 

the built environm
ent. Roughly a third of energy-related 

em
issions of C

O
2  are generated by energy used in 

buildings—
and experts calculate that as m

uch as a third 
of that could be elim

inated by 2020 sim
ply by deploying 

existing technologies. A
s the Intergovernm

ental Panel on 
C

lim
ate C

hange pointed out in its report in M
ay 2007, by 

com
parison to other sectors of the econom

y (particularly 
transport, w

here the best available increm
ental gains 

using existing technologies w
ill achieve little m

ore 
than hold em

issions constant given projected levels 
of grow

th), that 30 per cent opportunity represents a 
harvest of ‘low

-hanging fruit’ of unparalleled abundance. 

But the truth is, it w
on’t pick itself. The vast m

ajority 
of buildings going up in C

hina, for instance, fail to 
m

eet w
hat are already incredibly lax energy efficiency 

standards—
and the current building boom

 show
s little 

sign of slow
ing dow

n any tim
e soon. In M

arch 2007, the 
C

hinese governm
ent announced a new

 set of building 
regulations w

hich it claim
ed w

ould cut energy use in 
buildings by 65 per cent by 2020. But C

hina is great 
at setting am

bitious environm
ental targets, and then 

doing nothing at all to enforce them
, and unless this 

particular am
bition is driven all the w

ay through the 
system

 (by incentivisation as m
uch as by m

andation), the 
likelihood is that C

hina’s buildings w
ill be consum

ing 50 
per cent m

ore energy overall by 2020—
as M

ark Levine 
and colleagues at The Law

rence Berkeley N
ational 

Laboratory in C
alifornia have recently estim

ated. 
A

nd alm
ost all that energy w

ill com
e from

 increased 
consum

ption of C
hina’s dirty coal. 

Sadly, the situation is not that m
uch better in the U

S. Part 
of the feel-good life for m

illions of A
m

ericans over the 
last few

 years has been m
anifested in upgrading their 

hom
es—

average house size has actually doubled since 
1940. H

ouses are now
 better insulated than they used 

to be, that’s true, but the kind of rebound effect that 
w

e’re seeing here (w
ith all efficiency gains eroded aw

ay 
by bigger houses w

ith m
ore and m

ore electrical and 
electronic appliances) m

eans that energy consum
ption 
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in dom
estic and com

m
ercial buildings w

ill grow
 at over 

one per cent per annum
 from

 today through to 2030—
and that is the proud estim

ate of the U
S D

epartm
ent 

of Energy itself, w
hich quite perversely continues to 

correlate increased energy consum
ption w

ith increased 
prosperity and a higher quality of life. A

ny suggestion 
that the U

S m
ight m

ove to im
itate the U

K governm
ent’s 

bold decision to m
andate zero-carbon hom

es by 2016 is 
treated w

ith derision by the Bush A
dm

inistration. 

O
nce again, w

e are straight back into the heartland of U
S 

dom
estic politics. O

nce again, w
e are left contem

plating 
a leadership deficit that is so devastating, in both 
its scale and its international im

pact, that it reduces 
any discussion about the future of globalisation to a 
discussion about the future of the U

S. A
nd that is w

here 
this enquiry m

ust now
 conclude.
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To
 b

e p
art o

f the kind
 o

f g
lo

b
al 

co
m

m
unity referred

 to
 p

revio
usly, 

cap
ab

le o
f o

ver-rid
ing

 natio
nal, 

relig
io

us and
 ethnic d

ifferences in 
p

ursuit o
f so

lutio
ns to

 p
ro

b
lem

s 
faced

 q
uite literally b

y every sing
le 

hum
an o

n earth, let alo
ne b

y b
illio

ns 
o

f hum
ans still to

 co
m

e, w
o

uld 
b

e a fine and
 up

lifting
 thing

. O
ne 

m
ig

ht leg
itim

ately id
entify in such 

a co
m

m
unity o

f natio
ns an up

w
ard 

trajecto
ry fo

r the hum
an sp

ecies as 
a w

ho
le, evid

ence at last o
f so

m
e 

reaso
nab

le p
ro

sp
ect o

f find
ing

 w
ays 

o
f ‘rub

b
ing

 alo
ng

 to
g

ether’ p
erfectly 

ad
eq

uately in the future. 
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But nothing could be further rem
oved from

 that scenario 
than w

hat w
e know

 as globalisation today. Indeed, I’ve 
felt a grow

ing sense of ill-ease in drafting this text in that 
the w

idespread usage of the language of globalisation 
(as som

ething to be adm
ired or reviled, accelerated or 

transform
ed, but alw

ays on its ow
n term

s) m
ay in fact be 

serving to obscure a far deeper, darker reality: that 
globalisation today is nothing m

ore than an instrum
ent 

of U
S policy. A

nd just as G
eorge Bush spelled it out for 

the nations of the w
orld, speaking in the N

ational 
C

athedral in W
ashington a few

 days after 9/11 (“Every 
nation, in every region, now

 has a decision to m
ake. 

Either you’re w
ith us, or you are w

ith the terrorists”), 
there’s now

 an increasingly clear diktat that a nation is 
either fully signed up to globalisation, U

S-style, like-it-
or-not, or is just one step rem

oved from
 being identified 

as part of the A
xis of Evil.

For understandable historical reasons, the default 
instinct for the m

ajority of U
K citizens contem

plating 
the role of the U

S in the w
orld today is still largely 

positive. Even those w
ho w

ere and still are vigorously 
opposed to the Iraq W

ar, w
ho find G

eorge Bush both 
a bum

bling idiot and a pow
erfully m

align force let 
loose on the rest of the w

orld, are charitably inclined 
to see his A

dm
inistration as a tem

porary aberration. 
A

m
erica is thought to have its ow

n w
ay of sorting out 

these extrem
es, so let’s just bring back Bill C

linton, 
and everything w

ill be fine. For the U
K’s predom

inantly 
right-w

ing print m
edia, w

ho do not see G
eorge Bush in 

these term
s and w

ho w
ere all strongly in favour of the 

w
ar in Iraq, A

m
erica is still the nearest thing w

e’ve got 
to ‘the land of the free, and the hom

e of the brave’, and 
to be its closest ally, as m

easured by relative am
ounts of 

blood on our hands from
 the continuing disaster in Iraq, 

is a source of considerable pride rather than intense 
sham

e. A
s Robert Kagan has pointed out:

 
 It’s tim

e to stop pretending that Europeans and 
A

m
ericans share a com

m
on view

 of the w
orld, or even 

that they occupy the sam
e w

orld. O
n m

ajor strategic and 
international questions today, A

m
ericans are from

 M
ars 

and Europeans are from
 Venus: they agree on little and 

understand one another less and less. A
nd this state of 

affairs is not transitory—
the product of one A

m
erican 

election or one catastrophic event. The reasons for the 
transatlantic divide are deep, long in developm

ent, 
and likely to endure. W

hen it com
es to setting national 

priorities, determ
ining threats, defining challenges, and 

fashioning and im
plem

enting foreign and defence policies, 
the U

S and Europe have parted w
ays. 19 

Indeed, few
 people in the U

K
 realise just how

 strange, illiberal 
and divided the U

S has becom
e. W

ealth gaps betw
een the 

richest and the poorest get w
ider every year at a faster rate 

than in any other country in the w
orld. Personal debt now

 
exceeds $2.5 trillion; governm

ent debt exceeds $3 trillion. 
D

espite the fact that 50 per cent of U
S citizens have degrees, 

only 18 per cent have a passport. A
m

ericans w
atch m

ore 
hours of TV every day than any other nation on Earth. There 
is an alm

ost com
plete lack of intelligent political discussion 

outside of W
ashington or beyond the east and w

est coast 
elites. A

m
erica is still a deeply racially divided nation: 70 

per cent of black children live below
 the poverty line, and 

there are m
ore blacks in jail than are in college. Electoral 

success depends alm
ost entirely on how

 m
uch m

oney you 
can com

m
and, and how

 m
any favours you can call in: the 

political pork-barrel is as richly endow
ed as it has ever been 

in A
m

erican history. 47 per cent of A
m

ericans describe 
them

selves as ‘born-again’ C
hristians, believing that the 

second com
ing of C

hrist is right around the corner, and that 
D

arw
in’s Theory of Evolution is a Satanic trap specifically 

designed to test believers. W
orking closely w

ith these 
religious fundam

entalists, post 9/11, the B
ush A

dm
inistration 

has dram
atically eroded civil liberties in the U

S, through 

19 Kagan, R, O
f 

Paradise and 
Pow

er: A
m

erica and 
Europe in the N

ew
 

W
orld O

rder, N
ew

 
York: A

lfred Knopf, 
2003
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the Terrorist Inform
ation Program

m
e and the Patriot A

ct. 
Surveillance system

s have been introduced in w
ays and places 

that m
ost U

S citizens have no conception of, but don’t seem
 

particularly concerned about even w
hen they do cotton on to 

w
hat is actually happening. 

Presiding over all this, a sm
all but im

m
ensely influential group 

of neo-conservative ‘fundam
entalists’ have taken control of 

m
any of the levers of influence and pow

er in the U
S system

, 
and have little hesitation in using them

 w
ith a degree of 

ruthlessness that has astonished the old and, let’s face it, all 
but em

asculated liberal elite. M
ilitary budgets have been 

m
assively ram

ped up to succour a fully revitalised m
ilitary-

industrial com
plex, and dom

estic/w
elfare budgets have been 

slashed proportionately. 

It is precisely that sensation of an entire nation sleepw
alking into 

a nightm
arish future that has led Theodore Roszak to speculate 

about a ‘perfect authoritarian storm
’. In “W

orld Bew
are: 

A
m

erican Trium
phalism

 in the A
ge of Terror” (a book w

hich 
he has not yet been able to get published in the U

S), Roszak 
undertakes a chilling dissection of those political, business and 
religious forces in the U

S that are, in effect, m
aster-m

inding this 
gradual takeover of everything that once m

ade A
m

erica the 
m

ost w
idely adm

ired nation in the w
orld: 

 
 The leadership w

e need cannot com
e from

 a nation w
hose 

politics is m
ore and m

ore based on a social D
arw

inist 
ethic that places w

ealth and pow
er above com

passion 
and justice, a nation w

here the political spectrum
 stops 

at dead centre w
ith a faint-hearted liberalism

 that 
seem

s uncertain that it can provide its citizens even w
ith 

healthcare or pension, a nation in w
hich the conservative 

party that has dom
inated the political scene for 20 years 

eagerly anticipates auctioning off the country’s schools, 
national parks, w

ater and pow
er, even its arm

ed forces, 
to the highest private bidder, a nation that now

 counts its 

20 Roszak, T, W
orld 

Bew
are! A

m
erican 

Trium
phalism

 in 
an A

ge of Terror, 
Toronto: Betw

een 
the Lines, 2006

m
illionaires and billionaires in the hundreds, but w

here 
record num

bers of the w
orking poor can now

 be found 
sleeping in their cars in W

al-M
art parking lots. In short, 

a nation that is rapidly travelling backw
ard tow

ards the 
darkest days of free-m

arket anarchy. 20

So deep-seated is this m
alaise that Roszak is by no m

eans 
persuaded that victory for the D

em
ocrats at the next election 

w
ill m

ake that m
uch difference. Firstly, to get them

selves 
elected, D

em
ocrats w

ill need to stick closely to w
hat has 

becom
e an alm

ost universalised conservatism
. W

hilst the 
m

ajority of U
S citizens, for instance, m

ay now
 be keen to end 

the w
ar in Iraq as soon as possible, an even bigger m

ajority 
is still totally com

m
itted to pursuing the ‘w

ar on terror’ and 
apparently reconciled to the im

plications of the U
S being in 

a state of perm
anent w

ar from
 herein on. W

oe betide the 
D

em
ocrats if they dare challenge that particular consensus, 

how
ever m

eaningless and intellectually barren it m
ay be. A

nd 
secondly, like m

ost U
S progressives, Roszak believes that the 

D
em

ocrats long ago lost their ow
n m

oral and political com
pass, 

and are not particularly uncom
fortable in the kind of w

orld the 
neo-conservatives and the Republican Party are fashioning 
under their very noses.

The im
plications of all this for the future of globalisation are 

hugely significant. The ‘trium
phalists’ in A

m
erica are intent not 

just on re-engineering econom
ic and political life in the U

S, 
but on m

aking the w
orld over in its ow

n im
age. This can be 

seen in its ever m
ore ruthless m

anipulation of the m
achinery 

of international governance (through the W
orld Trade 

O
rganisation, the IFC

, the W
orld Bank and so on), through its 

system
atic hostility to the U

nited N
ations and everything it 

stands for, and through its rejection of a host of key treaties  
and international agreem

ents. 

Tw
o new

 books w
ill serve to bring it hom

e to w
ell-m

eaning 
European liberals just how

 deeply disturbing the shift in 
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A
m

erica has been over the last couple of decades. N
aom

i 
Klein’s The Shock D

octrine; the Rise of D
isaster C

apitalism
 

sets out unapologetically to jolt readers into understanding 
how

 a tiny elite of neo-conservative fundam
entalists (both 

political, as disciples of M
ilton Friedm

an, and religious) have 
com

m
andeered capital m

arkets, the m
edia and a com

placent, 
lazy population to secure an unprecedented pow

er base. 
Rather m

ore surprisingly, A
l G

ore’s A
n A

ssault on Reason is a 
passionate and utterly com

pelling attack on President Bush 
and on the w

ay he has set out to subvert and threaten the very 
integrity of the U

S C
onstitution:

 
 Respect for our President is im

portant. But even m
ore 

im
portant is respect for our C

onstitution…
 dem

ocracy 
itself is in danger if w

e allow
 any president to use his role 

as C
om

m
ander-in-C

hief to rupture the careful balance 
betw

een the executive, legislative and judicial branches 
of governm

ent…
. President Bush has determ

inedly 
conflated his role of C

om
m

ander-in-C
hief w

ith his 
roles of H

ead of G
overnm

ent and H
ead of State, and 

in so doing, he has m
axim

ised the pow
er he has been 

given by A
m

ericans w
ho are fearful of being attacked 

and are eager to receive his prom
ises of protection…

the survival of freedom
 depends upon the rule of law

…
President Bush has repeatedly violated the law

 for six 
years…

 the consequences to our dem
ocracy of silently 

ignoring serious and repeated violations to the law
 by the 

President of the U
S are extrem

ely serious. 21

The idea of reform
ing globalisation (as in the kind of m

odel 
recom

m
ended by Joseph Stiglitz in M

aking G
lobalisation W

ork) 
let alone transform

ing it, against that kind of unapologetically 
self-serving, unilateralist U

S hegem
ony, is frankly naïve. O

n 
every single ‘big ticket’ opportunity for harnessing the pow

er 
of globalisation to help address today’s m

ost pressing global 
challenges, the U

S is pulling in the w
rong direction. The O

xford 
Research G

roup, in its 2007 report on G
lobal Responses to 

21 G
ore, A

,  
The A

ssault on 
Reason, London: 
Bloom

sbury, 2007

22 A
bbott, C

,  
P, Rogers and  
J, Sloboda, G

lobal 
Responses to 
G

lobal Threats: 
Sustainable Security 
for the 21st C

entury, 
O

xford: The O
xford 

Research G
roup, 

2006

G
lobal Threats, dem

onstrates how
 the U

S-led global agenda 
has adopted a ‘control paradigm

’ essentially to try and keep 
the lid on things and to m

aintain a status quo that continues 
to w

ork so pow
erfully in the interests of the w

orld’s elites. It 
contrasts this w

ith w
hat it calls a ‘sustainable security paradigm

’:

 
 The m

ain difference betw
een this and the ‘control 

paradigm
’ is that this approach does not attem

pt 
to unilaterally control threats through the use of 
force (‘attack the sym

ptom
s’), but rather it aim

s to 
cooperatively resolve the root causes of those threats 
using the m

ost effective m
eans available (‘cure the 

disease’). Furtherm
ore, a sustainable security approach 

is inherently preventative, in that it addresses the likely 
causes of conflict and instability w

ell before the ill-effects 
are felt, rather than w

aiting until the crisis is underw
ay 

and then attem
pting to control the situation, at w

hich 
point it is often too late. It follow

s that this cooperative 
approach m

ust be coordinated through a reform
ed 

U
nited N

ations, as individual governm
ents or ‘coalitions’ 

are too focused on their ow
n interests. 22

In term
s of the five m

ost pressing global threats, that 
hum

ankind now
 faces, that produces the follow

ing com
parison:

 The sim
ple conclusion arising out of insights of this kind is 

that there w
ill be no planned, m

anaged transition to a m
ore 

benign form
 of globalisation unless and until ‘the rogue 

nation’ that the U
S has becom

e is itself brought back into the 
Fam

ily of N
ations.

This places a very special onus on the U
K

, com
m

ensurate 
w

ith its ow
n sense of a ‘special’ relationship w

ith the U
S. Tony 

B
lair’s disgraceful com

plicity in legitim
ising the illegal w

ar in 
Iraq (and it’s as w

ell not to forget too quickly the contribution 
that his w

holly dishonest w
arnings about w

eapons of m
ass 

destruction and “m
issiles ready to launch in 45 m

inutes” 
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m
ade to w

inning over so m
any other nations—

let alone 
his ow

n reluctant party—
to go along w

ith the w
ithdraw

al 
of U

N
 w

eapons inspectors as a precursor to the w
ar itself) 

m
eans w

e now
 have little m

oral standing as far as the 
rest of the w

orld is concerned. It is by no m
eans certain 

that it has given the U
K

 any additional leverage in the 
U

S either, and the callous insouciance w
ith w

hich G
eorge 

B
ush refused to m

ake even the sm
allest concession 

to Tony B
lair on the G

8 C
lim

ate C
hange negotiations 

dem
onstrates the utter folly of supposing that one can 

do ‘special deals’ w
ith an A

dm
inistration dom

inated by 
the likes of G

eorge B
ush, D

ick C
heney and other neo-

conservative zealots. 

W
hatever else G

ordon Brow
n m

ay now
 do in term

s of 
redefining that ‘special relationship’, the starting point 
articulated by M

ark M
alloch Brow

n (Junior M
inister at 

the Foreign and C
om

m
onw

ealth O
ffice) of asserting that 

the U
K and the U

S w
ill “no longer be joined at the hip”, 

as they w
ere under Tony Blair’s leadership, is certainly an 

encouraging one.

C
ontrol Parad

ig
m

G
lob

al threats
Sustainab

le 
security p

arad
ig

m

C
ontrol of the Persian G

ulf

N
uclear pow

er

Societal control

C
ounter-terrorism

C
ounter-proliferation

C
om

petition over resources

C
lim

ate C
hange

M
arginalisation

International terrorism

G
lobal m

ilitarisation

C
onsum

ption reduction

Renew
able energy

Poverty reduction

Political dialogue

N
on-proliferation/disarm

am
ent

C
i
v
i
c
 G

lo
b
a
li

s
a
t
i
o
n

In term
s o

f the co
m

p
eting

 m
o

d
els 

o
f g

lo
b

alisatio
n o

utlined
 in “G

lo
b

al 
Futures”, I ho

p
e it has b

eco
m

e 
increasing

ly clear that the future o
f 

reg
io

nalism
 (as in vib

rant, culturally 
and

 p
o

litically d
iverse, eco

lo
g

ically 
co

herent sp
atial entities, cap

ab
le o

f 
g

enerating
 a hig

h m
aterial stand

ard 
o

f living
 w

ithin its resp
ective so

cial 
and

 enviro
nm

ental carrying
 cap

acities) 
d

ep
end

s utterly o
n w

hich p
articular 

m
o

d
el o

f g
lo

b
alisatio

n yo
u think 

w
ill p

revail. U
S-led

, co
rp

o
ratist 

g
lo

b
alisatio

n rem
ains im

p
lacab

ly 
ho

stile to
 the re-em

erg
ence o

f stro
ng

, 
self-reliant reg

io
ns; w

hat m
ig

ht b
e 

d
escrib

ed
 as “civic g

lo
b

alisatio
n” 

w
ill no

t o
nly nurture that kind

 o
f 

reg
io

nalism
, b

ut d
ep

end
 fo

r its o
w

n 
success up

o
n it. W

o
lfg

ang
 Sachs 

cap
tures the d

icho
to

m
y as fo

llo
w

s:
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23 Sachs, Fair 
Future

 
 M

arket-d
riven g

lob
alisation is interested

 in 
turning

 the w
hole w

orld
 into a sing

le econom
ic 

sp
ace; transnationally active corp

orations 
are sup

p
osed

 to com
p

ete g
lob

ally w
ith one 

another, to increase w
ealth and

 p
rosp

erity in 
the w

orld
 as efficiently as p

ossib
le. O

n the 
other sid

e, the concep
tion of a p

olitically-d
riven 

g
lob

alisation sees the w
orld

 not as an econom
ic 

arena b
ut as a com

m
unity in w

hich p
eop

le, 
nations and

 societies co-exist w
ith one another; 

this com
m

unity should
 d

evelop
 institutions 

com
m

itted
 to the com

m
on g

ood
, and

 that 
req

uires constant w
eig

hing
 of the values of 

d
em

ocracy, ecolog
y and

 econom
ic utility. To sum

 
up

 the d
ifference, w

e m
ay say that ad

vocates of 
p

olitically d
riven g

lob
alisation look at the w

orld 
and

 see a society that has a m
arket, w

hereas 
ad

vocates of m
arket-d

riven g
lob

alisation look at 
the w

orld
 and

 see a society that is a m
arket. 23

It is in the nature of tod
ay’s p

olarised
 d

eb
ate ab

out 
g

lob
alisation that this alternative m

od
el of “civic 

g
lob

alisation” invariab
ly g

ets ig
nored

. So keen 
are cam

p
aig

ners to w
arn society of the d

ang
ers 

of corp
oratist g

lob
alisation that alm

ost all their 
availab

le energ
y g

oes into d
em

olition rather than 
constructive visioning

. B
ut b

y any set of insig
hts into 

the d
om

inant p
hysical and

 p
olitical realities of the 

next 20 years (as m
ap

p
ed

 out in “2025—
For b

etter 
or for w

orse”), the likelihood
 of tod

ay’s m
od

el of 
corp

oratist g
lob

alisation m
anag

ing
 to w

eather the 
storm

s ahead
, p

rotected
 thoug

h it m
ay currently b

e 
b

y heavyw
eig

ht institutions like the W
TO

, the W
orld 

B
ank and

 the IFC
, let alone b

y the p
ow

er of the U
S 

im
p

erium
, w

ould
 ap

p
ear to m

e to b
e neg

lig
ib

le.  
A

 less “future-p
roofed

” p
olitical ed

ifice it is d
ifficult 

to im
ag

ine. 

C
ivic g

lob
alisation m

ust therefore b
e seen as a 

critical p
art of the “b

reakthroug
h” p

rocess that could 
(I d

o not d
are say “w

ill”!) em
erg

e out of an alm
ost 

inevitab
le p

eriod
 of traum

atic b
reakd

ow
n ahead

 of 
us. For the id

ealists w
ho see history as a p

rocess 
of slow

 b
ut stead

y integ
ration b

etw
een p

otentially 
conflicted

 p
eop

les, m
oving

 over m
any m

illennia from
 

w
arring

 trib
al entities to the p

oint w
here w

e now
 have 

a b
etter sense of ourselves as one than ever b

efore, 
that is really w

hat true, non-econom
ic g

lob
alisation 

has alw
ays p

rom
ised

. Som
e com

m
entators have d

raw
n 

the analog
y here b

etw
een those theories of child 

d
evelop

m
ent w

hich see child
ren m

oving
 aw

ay from
 

ab
solute eg

ocentricity to increasing
ly em

p
athetic 

relationship
s w

ith other p
eop

le, and
 a com

p
arab

le 
p

ath of evolutionary d
evelop

m
ent for hum

ankind
 as a 

sp
ecies. Seen throug

h the lens of this “g
lass m

ore than 
half full” p

ersp
ective, those key attrib

utes of loyalty 
and

 trust, w
hich in p

art m
ake us the sp

ecies w
e are, 

are b
eing

 g
rad

ually extend
ed

 from
 fam

ily throug
h to 

com
m

unity throug
h to nation state throug

h, p
erhap

s, 
to b

ecom
ing

 a w
orld

 society. 

A
nd

 the p
arad

ox, as I have said
 b

efore, is that it’s 
p

recisely the scale and
 m

ind
-num

b
ing

 p
otential 

severity of g
lob

al environm
ental shocks such as 

clim
ate chang

e. 
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A
p
p
e
n
d
i
x
: F

o
r
u
m
 f

o
r
 t

h
e
 

F
u
t
u
r
e
’s

 ‘W
o
r
k
i
n
g
 V

i
s
i
o
n
’ o

f
 

a
 S

u
s
t
a
i
n
a
b
le

 F
u
t
u
r
e

W
e all w

ant the b
est p

o
ssib

le scho
o

ls 
and

 ho
sp

itals, the safest streets, 
the hig

hest p
hysical q

uality o
f life, 

and
 the fairest and

 m
o

st effective 
d

em
o

cratic p
ro

cesses, and
 w

e w
ill g

o 
o

n seeking
 them

 just as keenly in a 
sustainab

le so
ciety as w

e d
o

 to
d

ay. 
The likeliho

o
d

 that thing
s w

ill, in all 
p

ro
b

ab
ility, b

e m
o

re d
ecentralised

, 
w

ith a lo
t m

o
re g

o
ing

 o
n at the 

hum
an scale and

 the co
m

m
unity level, 

w
o

n’t actually chang
e any o

f that.

Som
e of the econom

ics w
ill not be all that different either: fair prices 

in properly regulated m
arkets; efficient and reliable public services; a 

com
m

itm
ent to ensure access to job opportunities and fulfilling w

ork; 
and so on. N

o hair-shirt asceticism
, but far less frenetic consum

erism
, 

less shopping for the sake of shopping, less conspicuous 
consum

ption, less w
aste, less keeping up w

ith the Joneses—
w

ith 
m

ore tim
e, therefore, to do m

ore of the things that people today 
alw

ays claim
 to regret not having the tim

e to do.

There w
ill also be a lot less international trade. A

 w
atchw

ord of 
sustainable econom

ics is self-reliance. This entails com
bining judicious 

and necessary trade w
ith other countries w

ith an unapologetic 
em

phasis on each country m
aintaining security of supply in term

s of 
energy, food and even m

anufacturing. The idea that today’s neo-
liberal, no-holds-barred m

odel of globalisation w
ill last m

uch longer 
seem

s fantastical anyw
ay, as nation after nation feels the pain of C

hina 
and other low

est-cost econom
ies m

aking it all but im
possible to 

com
pete in any serious sense.

W
ith oil trading at w

ell over $100 dollars a barrel, som
e of the m

ost 
absurd anom

alies of international trade and travel (apples from
 N

ew
 

Zealand, £10 flights to dozens of destinations, and so on) w
ill have 

long since disappeared. A
s part of our efforts to m

itigate the w
orst 

threats of clim
ate change, each individual w

ill have his/her ow
n 

carbon quota, allocated on an annual basis, and finding w
ays of living 

elegant, low
-carbon lives w

ill be both fashionable and profitable. This 
should usher in the first m

om
ent in m

odern history w
here cyclists have 

the edge on the ow
ners of the next generation of gas-guzzling SU

Vs!

A
nd there is no point beating around the bush on one other thing: 

people w
ho are better off w

ill alm
ost certainly be paying higher taxes 

than they do today. Tw
o of the cornerstones of a sustainable econom

y 
are increased efficiency (in term

s of resources, energy, raw
 m

aterials, 
value for m

oney, capital allocation and so on) and social justice. N
o 

serious definition of the w
ord ‘sustainable’ could possibly allow

 for a 
continuation of the grotesque disparities in w

ealth that w
e see today, 

both w
ithin countries and betw

een countries.
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M
uch is already know

n about the state of the 
w

orld 15 to 20 years from
 now

. A
lm

ost all the 
buildings and infrastructure are already in place 
or in developm

ent—
w

e replace our buildings 
etc., at a very slow

 pace. The great m
ajority of 

the population w
ho’ll be living and w

orking then, 
especially in the U

K
, have already been born and 

w
ill have been educated in a school system

 that is 
fam

iliar and predictable. The global population, 
how

ever, w
ill have increased from

 6.7 billion in 
July 2007 to approxim

ately 8 billion by 2025.

The clim
ate w

ill have changed, m
ainly as a result of 

the em
issions of greenhouse gases of the past 50 

and m
ore years, but not by m

uch. The tem
perature 

is predicted to be, on average, half a degree 
w

arm
er, as w

ell as varying over a greater range than 
at present. But, m

ore significantly it w
ill be 

understood to be changing, resulting in a strong 
feeling of uncertainty and insecurity. Rainfall w

ill have 
reduced but w

ill also becom
e m

ore extrem
e, i.e. 

tending to drought or flood. Resources, w
hether 

energy, w
ater or food im

ports, w
ill be in shorter 

supply; partly as a result of clim
ate change but also 

due to regulations aim
ed at preventing the effects of 

global w
arm

ing becom
ing w

orse. Transport w
ill be 

constrained as a result but other technologies w
ill 

have greatly im
proved the ability to econom

ically 
com

m
unicate.

These changes form
 the context for this first 

series of five Edge Futures books, but it is not 
their subject: that is the im

pact of such changes 
and other developm

ents on our daily lives, the 
econom

y, social and education services and the 
w

ay the w
orld trades and operates. D

ecision 
m

akers are already being challenged to act and 

form
ulate policy, in the face of the change already 

apparent in the years ahead. This set of books 
highlights how

 critical and im
portant planning for the 

future is going to be. Society w
ill expect and require 

policy m
akers to have thought ahead and prepared 

for the best as w
ell as the w

orst. Edge Futures offers 
a series of critical view

s of events, in the next tw
o 

decades, that need to be planned for today.

The five books intentionally look at the future from
 

very different view
points and perspectives. Each 

author, or pair of authors, has been asked to address 
a different sector of society, but there is inevitably a 
great deal of crossover betw

een them
. They do not 

alw
ays agree; but consistency is not the intention; 

that is to capture a breadth of vision as w
here w

e 
m

ay be in 20 years tim
e.

Jonathon Porritt in G
lobalism

 and Regionalism
 

exam
ines som

e of the greatest challenges before the 
planet, including clim

ate change and dem
ographic 

grow
th, and lays dow

n the gauntlet to the authors 
of the other books. Porritt’s diagnosis of the need 
to establish a new

 balance betw
een the global and 

the regional over the years ahead and to achieve a 
‘C

ivic G
lobalisation’ has an echo in G

eoff M
ulgan’s 

call in Living and C
om

m
unity for strengthening 

com
m

unities through rethinking local governance 
and rebuilding a sense of place. B

oth are—
perhaps 

professionally—
optim

istic that the clim
ate change is 

a challenge that w
e, as a society, can deal w

ith, w
hile 

not underestim
ating the change that our society is 

going to have to undergo to achieve it.

H
ank D

ittm
ar, w

riting in Transport and N
etw

orks 
is less than certain, that currently, policies are 
adequately joined-up to deal w

ith the issues 
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that the recent flurry of m
ajor reports from

 the 
U

K
 G

overnm
ent has highlighted: “Planning” 

from
 B

arker, “C
lim

ate C
hange” from

 Stern and 
“Transport” from

 Eddington. H
e notes B

arker’s 
com

m
ent that “planning plays a role in the 

m
itigation of and adaptation to clim

ate change, 
the biggest issue faced across all clim

ate areas”but 
that she then goes on to dism

iss the issue. In its 
approach to all these review

s, the governm
ent has 

show
n that it is m

ore concerned w
ith econom

ic 
grow

th and indeed it has already concluded that 
the transport netw

ork needs no further fundam
ental 

reform
. D

ittm
ar believes otherw

ise, he calls for 
im

m
ediate solutions to support the developm

ent of 
the accessible, sustainable city. 

Sim
on Foxell in Education and C

reativity sees an 
even bum

pier ride ahead, w
ith progress only being 

m
ade as a result of the lurch from

 crisis to crisis. Such 
discontinuities, w

ill allow
 the U

K
 to address m

any 
longstanding problem

s, from
 the personalisation of 

education to addressing the increasingly cut-throat 
international com

petition in creativity, innovation 
and skills—

but not w
ithout a great deal of pain and 

chaos. B
ill M

itchell, in the sam
e volum

e, outlines 
a w

ay of reconfiguring educational practice to 
develop just those skills that successful creativity-
based econom

ies are going to require.

In W
orking, Frank D

uffy sees the end of road 
for the classic ‘A

m
erican Taylorist’ office and the 

unsuitability of its counterpart, the European social 
dem

ocratic office. In their place, he proposes a 
new

 typology—
the netw

orked office—
that w

ill 
m

ake better use of the precious resource that is 
our existing stock of buildings and allow

 greater 
integration into the life of the city. A

nd, it is the 

city that all the authors com
e back to as a central and 

unifying them
e—

the dom
inant form

 of the m
illennium

, 
the place w

here the m
ajority of m

ankind now
 lives. 

Perhaps this is because, as D
eyan Sudjic, D

irector of 
the D

esign M
useum

, has w
ritten recently; “The future 

of the city has suddenly becom
e the only subject  

in tow
n.”

It is about the largest social unit that m
ost of us can 

im
agine w

ith any ease and is a constant challenge 
econom

ically, socially and environm
entally. If w

e can 
w

ork out w
hat a sustainable city m

ight be like and 
how

 to deliver it, then m
aybe w

e can sleep easier in 
our beds, less afraid that the end of civilisation, as 
w

e recognise it, m
ay be w

ithin our childrens’, or our 
childrens’ childrens’, lifetim

e. A
ll the com

ponent parts 
of the Edge Futures studies com

e together in the city; 
w

here the com
m

unity m
eets the office buildings, the 

schools and transport system
. The city is the hub of 

the regional response to w
orld events and needs to 

becom
e a responsive participant in form

ulating a w
ay 

out of policy log-jam
.

A
s this first series of Edge Futures show

s, the task is 
urgent and deeply com

plex but also not im
possible. It 

is only, assum
ing that w

e need to m
ake the transition 

to a low
 carbon econom

y w
ithin ten to tw

enty years, in 
G

eoff M
ulgan’s w

ords: “extraordinarily challenging by 
any historic precedent.”
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