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To the Aquatic Generation


It is from the ocean that will be born the destiny of civilizations to come.

—Jacques Rougerie, marine architect


What if . . .

The way to decrease ocean pollution is to increase ocean populations?

The way to decrease the number of wars is to increase the number of countries?

The way to discover political solutions is to empower your political enemies?

We won’t need to fight when we can float?

It’s easier to float than fly?

We built civilization in the wrong place?

You could create your own microcountry at sea?


PROLOGUE

This book is divided into four parts.

The first part, “Seavilization Now,” shows the strides to seasteading that have occurred already, and asks us to overcome the mental barriers that prevent us from seeing them.

The second part, “Environment,” introduces environmentally restorative technologies currently serving humanity that are advancing rapidly and can be fully realized only on the ocean.

The third part, “Economy,” describes the prosperity that is often unleashed once new nations are established, and asks us to confront the fact that these blessings cannot be rapidly realized within the jurisdictions of existing governments.

The last and fourth part, “Freedom,” explains why floating societies will likely be more peaceful than continental governments, simply because fluid mobility will revolutionize the incentives by which individuals interact. In addition, it considers the possibility that the oceans will introduce us to a social technology that may solve one of the oldest and most intractable challenges in civilization.


PART I



SEAVILIZATION NOW


Chapter 1

HOME

This Isn’t Planet Earth


You Are Called

If you sit alone at night by the sea, your heart will adjust to the rhythm of the surf. Give it a minute. Allow the chatter in your mind to cease. Listen to your breath follow the cadence of the waves. In the silence, you’ll get in touch with the best of yourself, your core values, and you’ll know the job we have to do. If 9 billion of us are to survive in 2050, we are charged with six moral imperatives as ancient as they are urgent:

feed the hungry,

enrich the poor,

cure the sick,

restore the environment,

power civilization sustainably, and

live in peace.

In this book, you are going to meet six aquapreneurs who plan to fulfill these moral imperatives by working to build floating nations on the sea. They are launching their ambitions from four continents, and they are radically misunderstood by landlubbers. Several of them have independently cited 2050 as a deadly deadline: an approaching pinch point in the supply of several key commodities that humanity needs to survive.

Water. According to Growing Blue, a gigantic consolidation of data from industry analysts, scientists, academia, and environmental professionals, 52 percent of the world population will be exposed to severe water scarcity by 2050, and continuing our current course will put at risk roughly $63 trillion US, or the equivalent to 1.5 times the size of today’s entire global economy.

Food. Even assuming a 50 percent increase in agricultural efficiency, by 2050 we will need to increase the land space devoted to farmland 22 million square kilometers, or 8.5 million square miles, an area nearly equivalent in size to North America.

Oil. Searching for consensus about “peak oil,” the point in time when the maximum global rate of crude oil extraction is reached became a fool’s errand when the hydrofracking revolution only further polarized the debate due to deep uncertainty about the actual size of undiscovered world oil reserves. Many of the most popular doomsdates refer to current economically available oil and not total physically existing oil, as if extraction technologies will never improve and prices never adjust. So let’s just say that the most pessimistic analysts say “peak oil” has already occurred, while the most optimistic analysts say 2050.

Fish. In 2006 the journal Science published a four-year study written by an international group of ecologists from Canada, Panama, Sweden, Britain, and the United States, which predicted that, at prevailing trends, the world will run out of wild-caught seafood in 2048—though the assumptions behind these claims have been widely disputed.

Fertilizer. The soil is running out of phosphate, a crucial ingredient in fertilizer required for farming. The most optimistic estimate for “peak phosphorus,” the point at which we reach the world’s maximum rate of phosphorus production, is 2050.

Land. Eighty percent of the world’s expanding megacities are sinking on a coast or river plain while sea levels rise. More than 1 million people move to cities each week, and by 2050, about half of the human population will live within 100 kilometers of a coast.

Humanity is poised to plunge in 2050. We can drown or we can float.

We don’t know enough about each subject to judge whether the 2050 deadline predicted in multiple domains is realistic, or a convenient focal point around which forecasters simplify their perception of trends. For instance, as recently as 2012, scientist and policy analyst Vaclav Smil, who researches food production, technical innovation, and risk assessment, argues that the famous 2009 Scientific American article on this subject of peak phosphorus is balderdash. All we know is that through the ages, every Armageddon predicted by experts fails to occur, because humanity solves the problem. The bottomless source of solutions, as author Julian Simon argues in his classic book The Ultimate Resource, is human creativity.

What would you do with political freedom, almost limitless energy, and nearly half the Earth’s surface?

See the Sea

The globally emerging Blue Revolution became conscious of itself when Google engineer Patri Friedman realized that the economic theories elucidated by his grandfather, Milton Friedman, and developed by his father, David Friedman, would soon be put to the test by a rapidly approaching technology. Milton and David each asserted that political conflict was caused by political power, and that the solution to political conflict lay not in further consolidating power in the most virtuous government officials, but by the radical decentralization of power among millions of individuals with freedom and choice. How could such an organic bottom-up system work? In 1973 David published The Machinery of Freedom, describing the practical details, and Milton and his wife, Rose, later wrote Free to Choose, explaining the moral principles. Millions were swayed by the ideas, which have been vigorously discussed and debated ever since, but a practical, full application of them was impossible. The Friedmans proposed that humanity rethink society from the ground up. Unfortunately, all ground was claimed by existing governments.

A third-generation Friedman realized that the assumption contained in the phrase “from the ground up” was the problem. Our terrestrially trained minds are blind to the terrifying potential for tyranny in the power to claim land—fixed, immobile, where people have no choice but to live. At least since the agricultural revolution, humanity’s wealth and status had come from the power to control land and those who cultivate it. But that was about to change. A machinery of freedom was developing that would soon render citizens free to choose among governments and to disempower governments to claim monopoly control over land. To put Friedman theory into practice, all we had to do was imagine if civilization was founded not on “a solid foundation.” We do not, after all, live on Planet Earth. Over two-thirds of our home’s surface is Planet Ocean.

Our problem is not politics. Homo politicus, after all, is not going to stop politicking. The problem is one level deeper. It’s the medium in which humans compete to thrive. On static Planet Earth, the struggle must be to enforce power over our political opponents. On fluid Planet Ocean, however, solutions would emerge from granting power to our political opponents. Much of civilization’s capital is stuck to land and easily monopolized by dominant states, but “seavilization” could be disassembled and reassembled fluidly according to the choices of those who own the units. Imagine a thousand floating Venices with waterways for roads, except the components are modular. When individuals possessed the technology to settle the seas, they’d discover an aquatic world more than twice the size of Planet Earth, where citizens would engage in such fluidity of movement that tyrants would have a very hard time getting a foothold, and political power would be radically decentralized and shared. Floating cities that best pleased their inhabitants would expand, while others which failed to do so would decline and disappear. Democracy, a system by which majorities outvote minorities, would be upgraded to a system whereby the smallest minorities, including the individual, could vote with their houses.

David Friedman described a machinery of freedom. Milton Friedman advocated the freedom of choose. Patri identified a machinery of freedom to choose. In his now defunct personal blog, he proposed an idea that became contagious: imagine ten thousand homesteads on the sea—“seasteads”—where ocean pioneers will be free to experiment with new societies. Aquatic citizens could live in modular pods that can detach at any time and sail to join another floating city, compelling ocean governments to compete for mobile citizens like companies compete for customers. A market of competing governments, a Silicon Valley of the sea, would allow the best ideas for governance to emerge peacefully, unleashing unimaginable progress in the rate at which we generate solutions to the oldest social problem: How do we get along? By such means, an economic and moral argument could become a technological experiment. On a blog called Let a Thousand Nations Bloom, Patri predicted in the essay “Dynamic Geography” that a process of trial and error on a fluid frontier will generate solutions we can’t even imagine today.

As if to confirm this prediction, pieces of a global puzzle coalesced around Patri’s proposal, as marine biologists, nautical engineers, maritime attorneys, and aquaculture farmers, many of whom thought they were laboring alone, approached him to propose astonishing solutions to global problems he never would have imagined.

A dozen mega-industries awoke from their collective slumber to discover that the colonization of the oceans was already under way. Japan inaugurated the Aquatic Age in the year 2000 when large aircraft landed on a floating airport in Tokyo Bay more than a thousand yards long. In Singapore, the world’s largest floating football field, the Float at Marina Bay, hosted the 2010 Summer Youth Olympics. Three solar-powered floating islands, each shaped like a flower, were inaugurated on the Han River in Seoul, South Korea, in 2011. India began installing a massive solar power plant on a 1.27-million-square-meter floating platform in 2014, the same year that Japan built a floating solar array of the same size, equivalent to twenty-seven Japanese baseball stadiums. The Dutch architectural firm Waterstudio has designed a floating stadium that it proposes could travel the world hosting the Olympic Games. Most extraordinary of all, Shimizu Corporation, a Japanese construction company that makes $14 billion US a year, is holding fast to its deadline to have self-sufficient, carbon-negative botanical skyscrapers floating in Tokyo Bay by 2025.

A global movement of seasteaders believe the Aquatic Age is upon us, and if humanity is to solve our most pressing problems, we must build a blue and green civilization on blue-green algae. As we write, a team of volunteer seasteading lawyers is negotiating with officials in several countries who want to host the first seasteads in their territorial waters and grant residents some measure of political autonomy. If all goes according to plan (and it never does), the first small floating city may take to the water around 2020.

All Hands On Deck

Seasteaders are a diverse global team of marine biologists, nautical engineers, aquaculture farmers, maritime attorneys, medical researchers, security personnel, investors, environmentalists, and artists. We plan to build seasteads to host profitable aquaculture farms, floating health care facilities, medical research islands, and sustainable energy powerhouses. Our goal is to maximize entrepreneurial freedom to create blue jobs to welcome anyone to the Next New World.

The Seasteading Institute serves as a nonprofit think tank that takes a pragmatic and incremental approach to empowering others to build permanent settlements on the ocean. We envision a vibrant start-up government sector, with many small groups experimenting with innovative ideas as they compete to serve their citizens’ needs better. The most successful can then inspire change in governments around the world. We’re creating this future because our governments profoundly affect every aspect of our lives, and improving them would unlock enormous human potential. Currently, it is very difficult to experiment with alternative social systems on a small scale: countries are so enormous that it is hard for an individual to make much difference. The world needs a Silicon Valley of the Sea, where those who wish to experiment with building new societies can go to demonstrate their ideas in practice. At the Seasteading Institute, we believe that experiments are the source of all progress: to find something better, you have to try something new.

As a nonprofit, we’ve produced hundreds of pages of research in the key areas of engineering, law, and business development freely available at http://www.seasteading.org/overview/. Our primary engineering focus is on structure design. Seasteads should be safe, affordable, comfortable, and modular. Our law and policy program seeks to foster diplomatic relations with existing nations and industries. The institute investigates viable business models that can take advantage of seasteads’ unique political and environmental features. Our current strategy centers around the Floating City Project, through which we are crafting practical plans for the world’s first seastead, designed to satisfy the specifications of potential residents, and located within a “host” nation’s protected, territorial waters. As soon as we secure legislation for substantial political autonomy from a friendly host nation, we will invite businesses and residents.

Our efforts are entirely supported by at least a thousand people who have donated to the Seasteading Institute and hundreds who have volunteered their expertise and labor. We’ve been joined by more than a hundred volunteer ambassadors from 23 countries who speak and educate about seasteading all over the world. About 3,000 potential residents have filled out our Floating City Project survey, telling us what they want to see in their floating city.

Science Fiction Is Science Fact

Floating cities? The idea strikes most people as fantastical. But thousands of structures the size of skyscrapers already ply the seas. Some cruise ships are two-thirds the size of the Empire State Building. Most cruise ships provide thousands of “residents” with food, power, water, service staff, safety, doctors, trash removal—most with more amenities than your average town. On these floating minicities, residents enjoy rock concerts, ice skating, opera, bumper cars, ballet, a ten-story waterslide, planetariums, Disney excursions, simulated skydiving, ice sculptures, robot bartenders, and more extravagances, all included in the price of the ticket.

If you step off an American or European coastal city and step onto a cruise ship, your standard of living may rise, and your cost of living may drop. During the off-season, Celebrity Eclipse offers a ten-day transatlantic crossing from Florida to England, stopping at several Caribbean islands such as the Bahamas, Puerto Rico, and Saint Martin—at a cost of $31 per night, not counting tips. Want an ocean view? That’s $38 per night. We expect the price to drop rapidly as seasteading scales.

And scale it will. The global cruise ship industry is caught in a virtuous spiral of ascending profits, with markets doubling in size every decade. The enormous size of ships helps reduces the price each passenger pays, which compels more people to board them, which drives more revenue, which incentivizes the construction of ever bigger ships. In the 1990s cruise ships rarely exceeded two thousand passengers. By 2010, ships were carrying six thousand passengers. If the cruise ship industry were a country, it would be ranked as one of the fastest in economic growth. Since 1980 the gross oceanic product of the cruise ship industry has grown at more than twice the average annual rate of the gross domestic product (GDP) of the United States. This de facto self-governing ocean economy has remained immune to economic cycles of bubble and recession. For instance, during the global financial crisis of 2008–9, the growth of the global cruise market accelerated. In effect, people vacationed from mismanaged governments by choosing privately governed floating cities. In 2016 at least 22 million people, a population nearly equivalent to the island nation of Taiwan, will temporarily take to the sea.

The transition from temporary to permanent “resident-sea” is almost complete. In 2014 Shell, the oil and gas company, anchored off the coast of Australia the world’s largest floating offshore structure, which will remain at sea for up to twenty-five years. A hundred fifty feet longer than the Empire State Building is high, the Prelude floating liquefied natural gas facility is built to withstand Category 5 typhoons. The Prelude serves as a demonstration that technical challenges can be solved rapidly once a compelling business model is in place.

The Prelude is but a prelude of seasteads to come. It will be stationed 125 miles offshore. Park a dozen such floating skyscrapers next to one another, and we’d have a floating city with waterways for roads. If such a city were to float more than 200 nautical miles from shore—the outer limit at which a land-based government could assert any kind of jurisdiction—then its inhabitants would be free to start afresh with a new government. Beyond 200 nautical miles is the high seas, where ocean industries in cooperation with international governing bodies have developed a polycentric system of rules managing 45 percent of the planet’s surface that is unclaimed by countries.

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is an international agreement signed by 167 countries—excluding the United States, which generally takes the position that most of the substantive portions of UNCLOS reflect long-standing customary international law. UNCLOS defines the limits of a nation’s jurisdiction at sea in three zones of decreasing sovereignty. The first 12 nautical miles are a nation’s “territorial waters,” where land-based governments have the same power they have on land. The area 12 to 24 nautical miles from the coast is a sort of buffer called the “contiguous zone,” where a state may pursue vessels that break certain laws or pose a threat to the coastal nation. Beyond that each nation is entitled to an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) that extends 200 nautical miles, or the length of its continental shelf, whichever is longer, where nations reserve the right to exploit natural resources such as oil and minerals below the surface of the sea, though the surface waters remain international waters. This means that states won’t regulate vessels within the EEZ, but they reserve the right to regulate “artificial islands, installations and structures.”

It gets complicated. Vessels traverse international waters under the jurisdiction of the country whose flag they purchase permission to fly. That means little islands of sovereignty from one nation sail through the 200-mile EEZs claimed by two other nations. As on all frontiers, legal jurisdictions on the sea overlap and are contested.

This can be a good thing. The law of the land isn’t as fluid as the law of the seas. The cruise ship industry flourishes in this flexible system of floating rules. Cruise ships dock in one nation, incorporate in another, and hire from anywhere. They pick and choose the national laws best suited to their industry, and through a sophisticated practice of “jurisdictional arbitrage,” flourish as semi-independent pioneer entities, while maintaining friendly alliances with all nations. Passengers sign a contract for onboard security and medical services with these freewheeling ocean skyscrapers that bring their own hospitals and security along with them.

So what nation do people belong to when they take a cruise? Don’t expect clarity if you ask the experts. Some legal scholars uphold the “floating territory doctrine,” which states that a vessel’s flag determines the jurisdiction of everyone on it. Opposing legal scholars reject this in favor of the “nationality principle,” by which nations retain jurisdiction over their citizens no matter where they travel. In many cases citizens are subject to several jurisdictions at once. Millions of people with conflicting legal statuses and contracts signed in different jurisdictions mingle on ships. It all works. In fact, it works so well that the average passenger on a cruise ship understands as little about his legal status as he understands about the ship’s engine—as is true with all mechanisms that work.

Cruise ships rarely stay in ports overnight. They drop off passengers, pick up supplies and more passengers, and go back to sea. This is an inconvenient way to run a minicity. If seasteads remain permanently at sea, it’s easier to ferry goods and people to the floating city rather than move the entire seastead to land every few weeks to pick up people and supplies. The vacationer’s dream, I wish my cruise would never end, becomes true if the ship doesn’t dock. If it doesn’t dock, it could remain in international waters. If it profits, it could expand without foreseeable limit. If it succeeds, others could proliferate. If people move there, they would be homesteaders on the high seas.

A crazy idea became common sense in 2012 when Royal Caribbean International, which controls a 17 percent share of the world cruise market, initiated a bold advertising campaign:

Royal Caribbean Asks “Why Not?” Starts Own Floating Nation at Sea

In an unprecedented move, Royal Caribbean International has officially seceded from land, and established itself as the Nation of Why Not, a place where innovation and imagination rule supreme. The nation will sail the world’s oceans in its 21 states (previously called ships), governed by the principles of “Why Not,” according to representatives from Royal Caribbean.

The Nation’s President & CEO [Adam Goldstein] is also quick to point out that the founding of the Nation of Why Not is not a revolution, but an evolution of what Royal Caribbean has always done . . . “Somewhere along the way, our ships became not just a way to travel, but a destination in themselves,” Goldstein says. “With so many things to do here, it’s like its own country, so we figured why not start our own nation?”

Harri Kulovaara, Exec. VP, Maritime, summed it up for the group by saying, “We asked ourselves one simple question—‘Why Not?’ Instead of just loading up with amazing experiences, why not create distinct neighborhoods? Why not create a Central Park at sea with lush tropical grounds? Or a boardwalk with the world’s first floating carousel? Why not offer multi-level lofts with floor-to-ceiling windows and breathtaking views? Why not design dual climbing walls surrounding a state-of-the-art Aqua Theater? Simply stated, why not build ‘incredible’?”

Their tongue-in-cheek tone can be interpreted as the way you laugh nervously after an audacious proposal to retain plausible deniability. The technology is no joke, their legal status is provocative, and the business case is unstoppable. Royal Caribbean Cruises is richer than many countries, and no other nation on Earth announced a goal to double earnings between 2014 and 2017. The Nation of “Why Not?” is incorporated in Liberia, an impoverished country that has no capacity to enforce governance over the more than 3,500 ships that fly its flag. Cruise ships are in large part self-governing, and last year more than 20 million people volunteered to pay for private governance on floating cities without switching allegiances or ideologies, demonstrating that you don’t need to argue if you provide superior choices.

In fact, an eighty-eight-year-old widow has been living permanently on the ocean for a decade.

Ocean Princess

Since 2007, Lee Wachtstetter has lived on the ocean. Her home, the Crystal Serenity, is a mobile city that grants her access to cities all over the world. She has visited a hundred countries. Mrs. Wachtstetter rarely deboards but says she enjoys the bazaars in Istanbul, Turkey. She claims she’s so spoiled she can never return to land. “Here I am living a stress-free, fairy-tale life,” she told the British newspaper the Daily Mail.

Lee Wachtstetter pays a hefty price of $164,000 US per year for her fabulous life, a deal that includes pampering, dining, dancing, entertainment, movies, lectures, and cocktail parties with the captain. But higher prices are paid by blue bloods who enjoy similar amenities in New York City, and they don’t have strolling access to the bazaars in Istanbul. Sultans of centuries past could not have imagined the international polyglot of dancers, musicians, comedians, scholars, acrobats, scientists, and authors who flow through the aquatic city offering complimentary services to the middle-class vacationers who flow through the cabins that neighbor Mrs. Wachtstetter’s. They don’t vote or argue about their leaders, but so far the Crystal Serenity has not descended into a Lord of the Flies society—though several countries have. In fact, floating cities are safer than many land cities.

Many don’t pay to be on the boat, but instead are paid to be on the boat. Mrs. Wachtstetter’s retirement income provided by her deceased husband (whose dying wish was that she enjoy the cruise life) is spreading the wealth among hundreds and even thousands of people from the developing world who accept the jobs voluntarily because the cruise ship industry offers them better options, including lodging, food, and medical care.

Though the press and other investigators have periodically accused some cruise lines of overworking and underpaying crewmembers, Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA) claims crewmember retention rates as high as 80 percent for cruise lines. What drives improved treatment of workers aboard cruise ships is not the promises of politicians but the power of the worker to jump ship and choose a better offer. What if such jobs were not seasonal but permanent?

Since no nation floats on the high seas, Mrs. Watchstetter remains a citizen of the United States. When seasteads prosper and establish permanent populations, they may be recognized as nations. When the first baby is born on a seastead, our team of maritime lawyers plans to petition the United Nations, which is unambiguously on the side of self-determination.

Though the UN’s effort to ensure peace has been mixed, its success at negotiating national self-determination is the great unsung triumph of the institution. When the United Nations was established in 1945, almost a third of the human race lived in colonized territories. Today fewer than 2 million people live in colonized territories. We see no reason why this trend toward recognizing sovereignty should end, when self-determination becomes self-creation. Seasteaders believe the United Nations is behind us, serving as our tailwind.

Let the Sea Set You Free

Tomorrow’s civilization may not be on the ocean, but next week’s is. Much of what you will consume next week is currently on the sea. More than a hundred thousand ships are crossing the ocean right now. It’s easier to move a cargo ship the size of a skyscraper across the ocean than it is to move your house to the next town. The amount of energy needed to move massive structures is a tiny proportion of what you would need on land, and the energy per ton required gets smaller as the structure gets larger. Ninety percent of all international trade occurs not on trains and trucks among bordering neighbors, but across vast distances on ships. The ocean isn’t the middle of nowhere, but a superhighway to everywhere. Someday seastead residents will ask inland people, “How do you truck in all those goods every day? You don’t even have barges!”

National economies would collapse without the ocean economy nourishing them, yet the entirety of this global flow must be squeezed though the bottlenecks of narrow ports. This situation cannot hold. William Reidy, executive director of the nonprofit Maritime Alliance, which “promotes blue tech and blue jobs,” addressed at the third seasteading conference the economic imperative of seasteading.

“The world’s population is going to continue to grow. Trade will continue to grow . . . forty percent of all United States imports come in through the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach . . . It’s not uncommon for some tankers to sit out in the Pacific Ocean offshore Los Angeles for up to a month waiting to get to a berth. That obviously costs the companies money. It hurts the economy. So the idea of building larger floating harbors offshore expands the capabilities of the ports we already have.”

“The port business is all about real estate,” said Dr. Neal A. Brown, vice president of technology for Float Incorporated, which patents technologies to “allow man to live on, play on, and form the oceans.” “In some cases, containers are moved several times inside a port before they are loaded onto trains or trucks. None have enough real estate.”

Enter the massive Portunus Project, a plan to build six floating megaports surrounding the United States, each four hundred acres in size and located twenty to forty miles offshore—outside the twelve-mile territorial limit of the United States—assembled from modules self-powered by wind turbines and wave energy converters. Named after Portunus, the Roman god of keys and doors, the megaport project is meant to open the floodgates of ocean trade to the continent. The plan for floating megaports was confirmed as an economic necessity by three of America’s top ten business schools. Workers may soon be commuting to blue jobs on self-sustaining floating megaports. Will apartments be built? Will residents require services such as haircuts, food marts, dog parks?

People might not live their lives on floating cities yet, but some live half their lives there. Deep-sea oil rig workers typically live on floating facilities two weeks out of every four, often more than a two-hour helicopter ride from rescue, and they frequently describe their six-story living quarters—entirely separate from their working facilities—as “a floating city.” Kathi Gilbreath, who works on the gargantuan Tahiti Field, a Chevron Corporation oil production platform about 190 miles south of New Orleans, describes her life spent half at sea:

“I’ve seen flying fish, I’ve seen whales, whale sharks, pods of dolphin that are just massive . . . It’s hard to feel stuck when you go up beneath the heliport, and you can see three hundred sixty degrees around, and it’s open sky and water. You see the most magnificent sunsets, sunrises, and even storms coming.”

But isn’t it lonely?

“Tahiti is very family oriented, believe it or not. You have your family offshore, and you have your family on the beach . . . We’ve been comfortable with it for thirty-eight years, so I think I’ll stick with it for a while.”

Would she recommend ocean living for her children?

“I taught my kids to be fearless. If you want to try it, do it. Never regret something you did. Regret something you did not do.”

Hundreds of thousands of people like Kathi live on thousands of oil and gas platforms built to withstand hurricanes, which, unfortunately, is more than we can say for coastal cities. Modular floating cities could potentially move out of the path of advancing storms with a few days’ warning, while coastal cities are sitting ducks. Tsunamis are harmless on the deep seas; destructive only when they reach land. When the 2004 tsunami struck Thailand, deep-sea scuba divers reported a change in visibility and an undulation in the water, while a quarter mile away, the hotel where they’d eaten breakfast was destroyed. In the future, we expect citizens of floating cities to ask land-based people, “How do you handle earthquakes, tornadoes, and tsunamis? Isn’t it dangerous to be fixed to one spot?”

Everything about seasteading is counterintuitive, but solutions to the most difficult problems are always counterintuitive; otherwise we would have thought of them by now. Albert Einstein said, “The world as we have created it is a process of our thinking. It cannot be changed without changing our thinking.”

To see the wealth of solutions offered by the sea, we must think outside our land-based box. We must come to understand that living on the ocean is safer than you think, and living on land is so dangerous it may be suicidal.

Megaquapolis

Imagine a futuristic floating mobile island. Let’s call it the Isle of Maersk. Those who own this man-made island bring in a yearly revenue nearly equivalent to that of Microsoft. The island’s unbeatable economic strategy is to disassemble into six hundred mobile units, some larger than the Chrysler Building in New York City, or the Burj Al Arab in Dubai, the third tallest hotel in the world; others no bigger than the Roman Colosseum. These spread swiftly over the world’s oceans while remaining under one command. While land-based nations are stuck in place like plants, the distributed Isle of Maersk functions like a hive of honeybees trading economic nectar among the immobile nations, enriching the globe incalculably. These six hundred autonomous units are themselves composed of thousands of yet smaller detachable subunits, each the size of small to medium-sized apartments. The largest can be disassembled into up to fifteen thousand subunits. If all Isle of Maersk subunits were placed in a line, they would stretch 11,806 miles, almost halfway around the Earth.

This isn’t the future. It’s the present. We just described a few facts about one shipping company, Maersk Lines, the largest company among hundreds. If all the floating skyscrapers in the world were gathered together in one spot, we’d have a hundred thousand city blocks of a megaquapolis. More than 17 million shipping containers cross the world—some the size of large living rooms, others the size of small houses. On land, architects have already transformed shipping containers into stylish multistory apartment houses. In Amsterdam, Holland, a thousand stacked shipping containers serve as college dorm rooms. Outside Mexico City, a colorful shipping container community features businesses, restaurants, bars, and art galleries. Most sensational of all, the company Kasista has outfitted shipping containers with all the amenities of an apartment and designed them to slide into larger apartment house skeletons in cities. When the resident wants to move, she taps an app, whereupon a truck picks up her apartment and moves it to her chosen location. By providing mobility and fluid choice among locations in ten cities, Kasista plans to halve the rent market for studios.

Why are people living in mobile shipping containers only on land? The largest assembly lines in the world serve cargo ships, which are built in a modular fashion to accommodate the bewildering array of goods they must transport. Each cargo ship must be assembled like a three-dimensional puzzle piece before it is launched. The infrastructure to endlessly reconfigure the interior space of cargo ships can be adapted to provide for modular living quarters. If we could combine cruise ship luxury with cargo ship modularity, we’d have plug-and-play apartments.

Civilization is presently spilling into the seas. In Amsterdam it takes only four months to build a floating house in a coastal factory called ABC Arkenbouw and slide it into the water, where it can be towed to where it is needed. In that waterlogged land, floating mobile houses are cheaper to build than land-based static houses. They don’t require driving piles thirty-field feet into the soft swampy ground, like the raised houses in New Orleans, and owners don’t have to correct for slowly sloping floors as houses settle unevenly after a decade or two. The economics of sustainability have driven the Dutch to create a coastal assembly line to produce floating houses.

“It is much more a gateway to freedom than it is just a place to live,” Koen Olthuis, Dutch founder of Waterstudio, told the New York Times. “These people living here are pioneers; they are willing to take a risk, they are willing to try stuff out. They all have a very strong feeling of freedom.”

Let Freedom Float

It’s not just capital spilling into the seas. Hundreds of thousands of desperate people are piling into makeshift boats to escape abusive countries. In 2015 more than a million arrived in Europe by sea. Not all poor people can swim to prosperous lands, but Koen Olthuis plans to float prosperous lands to poor people. To demonstrate that the rich infrastructure of Holland can be floated to the poorest people in coastal slums, he is working to transform shipping containers into “city apps”: floating kitchens, Internet cafés, health centers, garbage collectors, water purification units, and schools. These apps can be upgraded in a flexible system of plug-and-play philanthropy.

“Just as you can download apps on your smartphone according to your changing needs,” said Koen in his interview with the blog Inhabitat, “you can adjust functionality in a slum by adding functions with city apps. These are floating developments based on standard sea-freight containers, and because of their flexibility and small size, they are suitable for installing and upgrading sanitation, housing, and communication.”

Koen has already transformed a standard shipping container into a sleek school classroom fitted with twenty computer screens and two large TV screens featuring a teacher. Painted on the side of the floating school is “City App,” the first demonstration of what Koen hopes will be a humanitarian delivery system. As we write, Dutch children enjoy it where it sits next to Koen’s office, which means it will probably pass muster among curious slum children. The first city app will be installed in the Korail wet slum in Dhaka, Bangladesh. Once it reaches its destination, a floating platform will be constructed from thousands of plastic bottles to be collected by slum residents. When floods come to slums, Koen says his floating school will be the safest places to be.

“We’re working on a set of guidelines; a toolbox that will ultimately get us to the floating city you imagine,” Olthuis told the magazine Next City, which featured his design for a floating multistory natural habitat called the Sea Tree. “Our cities today are too static. We make static cities for dynamic societies. We should make cities that can adapt to new demands . . . If someone isn’t happy with their house anymore, they can ship it to someone who needs it in the Philippines.”

Profit will drive this philanthropy. After an initial free trial, municipalities can lease the city apps for a monthly fee. Apps that profit coastal communities will be leased. Those that don’t, won’t. The apps can be installed, removed, and interchanged at any time, eliminating the risk and expense of building permanent infrastructure in unstable coastal regions. The fees will yield a return for the Dutch companies, which have already invested in Koen’s technology and are reassured that their investments can be moved elsewhere at any time. Video cameras installed inside the city apps will allow investors to show off the results of their profitable philanthropy to clients and family.

Once the slums of the world are installed with floating mobile city apps, Koen proposes that the second wave of ocean philanthropy include floating agriculture, floating solar arrays, and floating electricity units—each lovingly designed and illustrated by his company. This he believes will jump-start the incremental steps toward what he calls “thalassophilanthropy,” a play on the term thalassotherapy, which refers to the power of seawater to heal.

The Floating City That Almost Was

Oceanographers often remark that we know more about the surface of Mars than we know about the seafloor. In our race to space, why have we skipped the sea? We can blame the Great Depression of the 1930s.

In 1915 engineer and inventor Edward Robert Armstrong designed “seadromes,” floating airports anchored to the ocean floor that would allow planes to refuel for transatlantic flights. After more than a decade of tests, Armstrong built a working scale model close to shore in 1926. When Charles Lindbergh completed the first transatlantic flight a year later, flying from Long Island to Paris in the Spirit of St. Louis, newspapers featured Armstrong’s vision, and investors backed his plan. The Depression postponed Armstrong’s ambitions until World War II, when aircraft carriers rendered his concept obsolete. But civilization still owes a great debt to Edward Robert Armstrong, whose design was applied to the development of floating oil rigs, which pump lifeblood into our global economy. If the Depression had occurred in the 1959 instead of 1929, we might have colonized the seas in 1969 and laughed at the futuristic notion of walking on the moon. In a world where space stations have been floating in the sky for almost a half century, we shouldn’t be incredulous that sea stations can float on water.

Seasteading should have started soon after 1967, when designer and architect Buckminster Fuller revealed his detailed vision of Triton City, a floating city for five thousand residents designed to encourage people to share resources and conserve energy. Triton City is engineered in a tetrahedronal shape to resist tsunamis. Declaring “Three-quarters of our planet Earth is covered with water, most of which may float organic cities,” Fuller published his book Critical Path in 1981 to describe his ongoing aqua project, revealing that the fundamental design proposed by our seasteading engineers had long been in place.

There are three types of floating cities: there is one for protected harbor waters, one for semiprotected waters, and one for unprotected deep-sea installations. The deep-sea type is supported by submarine pontoons positioned under the turbulence, with their centers of buoyancy 100 feet below the ocean’s surface. Structural columns rise from the submarine pontoons outwardly through the water to support the floating city high above the crests of the greatest waves, which thus pass innocuously below the city’s lowest flooring, as rivers flow under great bridges. The deap-sea, deeply pontooned floating cities will be as motionless in respect to our planet as are islanded or land-based cities.

Buckminster specified plans to desalinate ocean water and survive on such low operational costs that citizens would enjoy a higher standard of living than in land-based cities. “Floating cities pay no rent to landlords,” he wrote. A wealthy Japanese patron commissioned Fuller to complete the design in the early 1960s but died before the architect finished.

Utopian? The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was so impressed by the technologically and economically coherent vision that it commissioned Fuller to complete his analysis. He wrote that Triton City’s costs and feasibility were verified by an independent analysis by the US Navy’s Bureau of Ships and again later by the navy’s Bureau of Yards and Docks. Their cost estimates came to within 10 percent of Fuller’s estimates. Fuller wrote, “President [Lyndon B.] Johnson took the model with him and installed it in his LBJ Texas library . . . The city of Toronto, Ontario, Canada, and other cities of the U.S.A. are interested in the possibility of acquiring such floating cities. Chances of one being inaugurated are now improving.”

Heartbreakingly, municipal and federal regulators stalled the project, which languished until Buckminster Fuller died in 1983. A great idea from one of humanity’s greatest geniuses was never tested because old rules prevented the innovation.

No matter. Sea level rise is driving ocean colonization.

Sink or Swim

The Maldives, a nation of 1,300 or so islands, may soon be submerged. But as island paradises sink, floating cities will rise.

It’s not a dream. It’s a business. Koen Olthuis has partnered with hotel and restaurant entrepreneur Paul van de Camp. Their company, Dutch Docklands, is currently selling space on the emerging floating nation. A joint venture between the Maldivian government and Koen’s team has led to an ambitious master plan to build several floating megaprojects, including a floating golf course complete with undersea transparent tunnels between eighteen holes offering aquarium views of wild tropical fish and manta rays, and Greenstar, a floating grass-terraced hotel in the shape of a starfish, where each arm of the starfish is removable and replaceable, like a cruise ship. These projects will total 80 million square feet of floating space. Currently for presale are 185 floating villas to be arranged in the shape of a flower. According to Waterstudio:

“This master plan for the Maldives is a solution in response to the urgency caused by rising sea levels, but these new developments will also be beneficial in encouraging social and economic advancement. All over the world, people have started to see the potential of floating developments. This has resulted in projects in several countries like China, UAE, and European countries.”

For what Koen Olthuis calls “architects of the climate change generation,” Dutch Docklands is building floating projects not just in the tropics but also above the Arctic Circle. He and van de Camp are currently working on a five-star hotel that will float in the fjords near Tromso¯ in northern Norway. Built in the shape of a snowflake and designed to sparkle like ice, the Krystall will feature eighty-six rooms with glass roofs so that residents can view the Aurora Borealis.

Our future will not look like our past. Without any politician planning it, without most people even knowing about it, humanity has burst headlong onto the Blue Frontier, where a teenager named Max Lock plans to put the power of more than a hundred thousand ships in the palm of your hand. Ask yourself: Can a high school kid overthrow the global shipping industry?

Generation Flow

TechCrunch Disrupt is a yearly conference where entrepreneurs compete onstage in front of seven venture capital investors who interrogate them before media cameras, a live audience of thousands, and an online audience of millions. In 2014, a few weeks after he graduated from high school, Max Lock took the stage in front of this intimidating audience and told his story.

When he was fourteen, he didn’t like the taste of ice cream in the store where he worked. He went home and invented his own ice cream, which he presented to his store and eventually sold to Whole Foods and KeHE, the latter a nationwide distributor of organic foods. Max’s ice cream business grew so large that he decided ordering Dixie cups was too expensive, so he began importing ice cream cups directly from manufacturers in China. Max quickly became fed up with freight brokers, the middlemen who control the shipping market by keeping the process opaque, unreliable, and time consuming, while charging large markups.

“This is incredibly frustrating,” eighteen-year-old Max told his audience at TechCrunch Disrupt. “Any industry that delivers poor service for a high price deserves to be disrupted, and that’s why I created Shipstr.” Though still a teen, Max founded an online supply chain logistics service that gives the customer access to the same information the shipping broker sees. “Today what takes days, Shipstr does in minutes.”

Under the tagline “Get Ship Done,” Max put a dispute resolution team in place to monitor his supply chain company, which has since been renamed Fleet. You can download the app right now. If Max has his way, the cost of moving capital and consumer goods by cargo ship will get cheaper, faster, and easier, accelerating the flow of wealth to every person in the world.

“Think of everything around you,” Max went on. “The seats that you’re sitting on, the shirts on your back, the devices you’re typing on. They all made their way here thanks to ocean shipping. With over eighteen million containers making over two hundred million trips annually, it’s not hard to imagine that Shipstr will scale globally.”

An eighteen-year-old announced his plan to go toe to toe with the freight brokers who facilitate the global shipping industry. Then he calmly answered rapid-fire interrogations in front of seven venture capitalists and entrepreneurs onstage, who declared him “awesome” to applause.

Max was a Disrupt Cup finalist, but he didn’t win. Awards were granted to company founders a little older and a little less audacious. After all, who did this kid think he was?

A few months later, Max was awarded a prize as provocative as his proposal. In 2015 Max Lock became one of twenty kids awarded $100,000 to “stop out” of college and develop companies under the care of mentors. This wasn’t an investment. It was a scholarship fund that pays seventeen- to twenty-year-olds not to go to college. The Thiel Fellowship offers to pay young people “to build new things instead of sitting in a classroom.” In 2013 former Harvard University president Larry Summers called the Thiel Fellowship “the single most misdirected bit of philanthropy in this decade.”

Two years later, by the summer of 2015, companies started by Thiel Fellows had an aggregate value exceeding $1 billion.

The founder of this fellowship, Peter Thiel, never made a dime from any of this.

Peter Thiel’s Wager

Here in Silicon Valley, it’s getting harder to be cool. Founding a company, changing the world, and getting rich is not enough to make you an alpha nerd. Such people are a dime a dozen in our neighborhood, which is infected with an acute sense of the luck involved in success and failure. But founding a company that changes the world, getting rich, and then risking your winnings on a second company that changes the world again? That makes you an alpha nerd. The difference between luck and genius emerges when lightning strikes the same nerd twice.

Peter Thiel is one of those guys, cubed. The former lawyer cofounded PayPal in 1998, declaring a year later, “Of course, what we’re calling ‘convenient’ for American users will be revolutionary for the developing world.” PayPal increased the speed and efficiency with which businesses transact all over the world. Coauthor Joe Quirk’s wife pays vendors through PayPal for her business every week, and coauthor Patri Friedman collects rent through it every month. While the 2000 dot-com bubble crashed around him, Peter led the company until it was acquired in 2002 by eBay, from which almost a half million people today earn incomes. Peter went on to cofound Palantir Technologies in 2004, which provides advanced data visualization to “solve the world’s biggest data problems,” racking up successes in each of its stated goals: to “save lives, solve crimes, protect civil liberties, prevent disease, and curb fraud.” The company has doubled in size every year since. In December 2013 Palantir had an estimated value of about $9 billion. In mid-2015 it was $20 billion.

The streak never stopped. Peter was most famously the first outside investor in Facebook, but he was also an early investor in companies that have since become household names, such as LinkedIn, Friendster, Causes, Zynga, Yammer, and Yelp, as well as the health care start-ups Practice Fusion and Zocdoc, and hard-science start-ups including Space X. The “Midas touch investor” has also earned a reputation as kingmaker. Fortune magazine reported:

“Among students of business, PayPal may be known less for its own success than for the subsequent achievements of the people Thiel helped attract to build it. Those [thirteen] individuals, now known as the PayPal mafia, went on to launch a raft of companies that have become household names, including at least seven now valued at more than $1 billion.”

Those seven would be Tesla Motors, SpaceX, Palantir, LinkedIn, Yammer, YouTube, and Yelp.

Peter is perpetually preoccupied with how humanity is going to solve global challenges. He started the Thiel Foundation, which supports the Human Rights Foundation, the Committee to Protect Journalists, the Machine Intelligence Research Institute (MIRI), and the SENS Research Foundation charity for extending healthy life spans, as well as Breakout Labs, which funds ambitious science and technology research still in its nascent stages and unlikely to find traditional sources of funding.

In 2007 Jeff Lonsdale, vice president at Peter’s hedge fund Clarium Capital Management, read Patri’s blog about seasteading and arranged a meeting. Peter is a US-rated chess master; Patri has competed in the World Series of Poker. The two strategic thinkers hit it off. After years of contemplating the laws for governance while writing code as an employee at Google, Patri was able to describe to Peter why law is code and why government is in principle an information technology—which means that governance can progress to serve humanity with unimaginable Silicon Valley speed if only subjected to fluid market competition among anyone empowered to innovate. Peter was sold.

With Peter’s help, on April 15, 2008, income tax day, Patri founded the Seasteading Institute with Wayne Gramlich, his early collaborator and former Sun Microsystems engineer, who coined the term seasteading in his seminal 1998 article “SeaSteading—Homesteading on the High Seas,” where he outlined the technical feasibility for such an ambition. Peter has since donated more than $2 million US to researching the engineering, legal, and business challenges involved with creating politically independent floating cities. We have hosted three conferences that brought together aquapreneurs from four continents. Peter Thiel gave the keynote speech in 2009, saying:

“Decades from now, those looking back at the start of the century will understand that seasteading was an obvious step toward encouraging the development of more efficient, practical public sector models around the world. We’re at a fascinating juncture. The nature of government is about to change at a very fundamental level.”

Whatever Floats Your Boat

Seasteading is less an ideology than a technology. Among the dozen or so full-time people who have worked on our staff at the Seasteading Institute since 2008 are folks who have identified themselves as conservative, progressive, libertarian, and confused. All of us worked side by side straight through two national US elections and barely mentioned them. We share a conviction that humanity needs more experiments in governance, and start-ups are the way to discover solutions. That’s why we work wearing T-shirts that say, “Stop arguing. Start seasteading.”

Libertarians are particularly attracted to seasteading in part because libertarianism is founded on the nonaggression principle, and most libertarians define all state political action as the initiation of aggression against people who haven’t harmed anyone. As a seastead supporter wrote on one of our discussion forums, a key difference between the founders of nations and the creators of seasteads is that “seasteading aggresses against no one. That humans may settle new territory consistent with the principle of nonaggression is a remarkable development in the human experience.”

Environmentalists have also joined the seasteading movement in part because the primary energy technologies for ocean cities aggress against no ecosystem. Author Marshall T. Savage, in his book The Millennial Project: Colonizing the Galaxy in Eight Easy Steps,” explained this unique quality of floating cities way back in 1992: “Marine colonies, will, like space colonies, make use of space which is now ecologically barren. The open oceans are largely lifeless due to lack of nutrients. The marine colonies will therefore displace no existing ecosystems.”

The realization that ocean cities can “green the seas” instead of depleting the Earth has galvanized a new breed of ocean environmentalists. If we take to heart Michelangelo’s counsel, “Criticize by creating,” we transform from conservationists to aquaculturalists.

Interrogators often expect that we must have strong opinions about how to design a new society. We do not. We think this question is so deeply difficult that it can be solved only by settling the oceans and trying a diversity of experiments, evolving through trial and error over decades. We have no specific, coherent vision of a better future to entice people with or to inflict on them. Seasteading is not a political movement or a political party. It is a voluntary movement to empower all activists, all political parties, and all people to create new societies based on their unique ideals.

What We Believe

Think of seasteads as the hardware, and rule sets as the software for creating new societies. The Seasteading Institute does not prescribe laws. We plan to provide the physical modular platforms for microcountries that can assemble and disassemble according to the choices of citizens. Abuses of
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