



Chapter 1
Never waste a crisis


At the core of the struggle that lies ahead is a decision on how people choose to live. Should they continue to make decisions, as they have done for so long, based on humanity’s selfish, short-term animal instincts? Or can they finally learn to favor the reflective and spiritual side of the human character?


They have very little time to choose.


As we write, the social foundations of many countries are crumbling, hundreds of millions of people have lost their jobs and thousands are dying every day. All this, the result of a virus which no one had heard of a year ago.


As well as being the cause of so much misery, the coronavirus has brought humanity something that is almost beyond value. Woven within the economic destruction and death is the greatest opportunity for radical social and economic reform that societies have seen in decades. What the future holds, and where the opportunities lie, is the subject of this book.


Most of this book is about the long-term outlook, beyond the next few years. But what of the time before? From our virus hideaway in the late summer of 2020, three possible short-term pathways lay ahead:


1. After months of governments fumbling, especially in the US, Brazil, Spain, and the UK, with rising infections and businesses struggling to survive, the first possible future we could see was for more of the same. The turmoil would simply continue. There would be weeks of optimism, when infections fell and the economy recovered. But these would be broken by the discovery of new virus clusters and further enforced shutdowns. We saw this future a bit like a Salvador Dali painting, a recurring nightmare punctuated by surreal happy moments.




2. The second, more positive, option (though not for us) we could see was a recovery. Like the movie, societies would go “back to the future” with their economies slowly returning to how they were before the virus struck. We thought this might happen if a low-cost, easy-to-administer vaccine were developed. Or it could happen because the virus simply blows itself out, mutating into a less infectious form, as happened at the end of the great plague of London in 1665.


This second future was pretty much guaranteed, at least in some form. Given the vast amount of money that governments around the world had invested in developing a vaccine, the fact that many were competing with each other, the huge profits promised to those that succeeded, and the wider economic advantages that would come to those who controlled the spread of the virus first, it seemed a sure bet that several Covid-19 vaccines would be launched quickly, and perhaps even before our book was published.


But we could also see a problem. Any speedily launched vaccine would have been developed much faster than usual. Given the high stakes, and the fact that the multinational pharmaceutical companies had been given a legal liability waiver, so it did not matter if their vaccines actually worked or had any nasty side-effects, there was a risk that this best-case scenario would be characterized by a series of false dawns.


And, even if a safe, low-cost vaccine were developed successfully, it would take several years to administer to nearly 8 billion people, as the virus continued to create havoc. Clusters of infections would still pop up unexpectedly, requiring further unpredictable restrictions.


So even if this positive future came to pass, and even if there was a safe vaccine, life would probably still be hard for most people, and not very different from the first future we imagined.


3. The third possible future we could see was rebirth. This could happen because societies gradually came to realize that they had hit a dead-end and could see no chance to return to their past normality. It could happen if it proved impossible for scientists to develop a safe, reliable, long-lasting, and effective vaccine. Or it might happen because a more deadly mutation of the virus emerged, leading to a widespread semi-permanent lockdown.


It was the third possible future which was of the greatest interest to us. While a prolonged crisis could lead to conflict, as the peoples of the world sought to blame others for their plight, the descent into this dark place also offered the chance for societies to make a radical overhaul to the way people lived, thought, and worked. If successful, this could take societies to a much better place, with a renaissance in human behavior.


It is during a crisis that radical change is often possible. We saw Covid-19 as a doorway, a portal to a different future, where humanity could address its bigger, long-term challenges.


Why did we think that change on such a vast scale was needed? That is the subject of the first part of the book.



Humanity screwed up


A radical change in direction is necessary because humanity faces a series of crippling environmental crises during the next decade which, without change, will make the impact of Covid-19 seem like a picnic. The first of these crises is directly related to the emergence of the virus.


As people encroach further into the territory of other animals, their rate of extinction is accelerating, and the number of diseases jumping from other species to people is growing. In areas where natural systems have been badly degraded, the number of animals which host these “zoonotic” diseases, such as bats and rats, is 250% higher than usual1 while the proportion carrying the pathogens is 70% greater. SARS, Zika, HIV, MERS, Ebola, and Covid-19, as well as many other deadly diseases, are all a result of humanity’s disregard for nature.




Covid-19 has caused the biggest global pandemic for more than a century, but it will be the first of many unless there is change.


The second looming ecological crisis is rising pollution. It is one of the main causes of species die off. The steady accumulation of micro- and nano-plastics in the world’s oceans and rivers has been described as the “number one threat” to humankind2 while “nine out of ten people breathe polluted air.”3 It kills 7 million people a year, with respiratory diseases the third biggest cause of human mortality.


Serious environmental problems are also being caused by mining, energy production, and urbanization. Dams built to generate electricity have caused earthquakes. The extraction of oil, gas, and coal from deep underground is leaving unstable, polluted landscapes. The world’s rainforests are being destroyed, while increasing soil erosion will limit the ability of future generations to feed themselves.


These environmental problems are urgent because humanity’s destructive impact has grown so quickly. The number of people has more than doubled in 60 years and is almost five times greater than a century ago. Even after accounting for the deaths caused by Covid-19, the human population is still rising by 80 million a year. That is another billion every 12 years; a billion more people needing food, water, housing, clothing, and waste management. With the push for more economic output requiring ever more energy, land, and raw materials, as well as rising levels of urbanization, the accumulated impact of humanity’s activities on nature has become overwhelming. This is especially so when it comes to climate change, which is by far the most serious looming environmental catastrophe of all.










Chapter 2
Enlightening and frightening


It’s easy to get confused about climate change. The endless headlines can be as numbing as the endless inter-governmental meetings. The problem is presented as urgent and yet people are also told that the most serious consequences are decades away. You probably know too, that there is a lot of misinformation out there, with fossil fuel firms sowing seeds of doubt about the science or denying there is a problem. So, what’s the truth? Buckle up, because the following pages may enlighten (and frighten) you more than you imagine. They will help you understand why everything that societies are currently doing in response to climate change will fail. All those investments in wind farms, solar energy, electric cars, and recycling will, on their own, have almost no useful impact.


Scientists have known for decades that the planet’s average temperature has been rising, and that the pace is accelerating. They know too that what is happening is not natural. It is happening too quickly to be part of any atmospheric cycle, and there has been no natural event, like a volcanic eruption, to otherwise explain it.


The warming is mostly down to the way humans produce energy and food. This creates gases, known as greenhouse gases, in greater quantities than nature can absorb. Most of the excess gases remain in the atmosphere where they trap some of the sun’s heat. This is the greenhouse effect. Because of this, the average global surface temperature is 1.1ºC higher than it was 200 years ago. While that might seem a small increase, it is now higher than at any time in the last 3 million years.


The increase is already causing a lot of problems. Other species are dying, especially in the world’s oceans, which are warming faster than the land. Mountains are crumbling as the ice that holds them together melts. Some crop yields are declining. Glaciers are disappearing and forests are dying. Storms are becoming more frequent, the number of wildfires is growing, and droughts are becoming more prolonged. The permafrost in Canada and Siberia is also melting, releasing the gases that were trapped beneath for tens of thousands of years. It is also releasing deadly anthrax spores which have infected reindeer herds and the people who live nearby.


The melting permafrost and decaying forests are adding to the warming problem because the gases they release are also greenhouse gases. As the world’s glaciers and polar ice melts, less heat is reflected into space. This is making the planet hotter too.


If the concentration of greenhouse gases continues to rise at the current rate, the world will reach a catastrophic tipping-point in the mid-2030s. If this is breached, the warming will be impossible to control and by the middle of the century the average temperature will have reached its highest level in 10 million years. By 2100, the Earth will be on track to become as hot as it was 45 million years ago.


Think about how the planet looked 45 million years ago. There was no ice and very few living creatures other than fish, lizards, and insects. We are not saying that this is how the world will look in 2100. It will take centuries for the rise in temperature to return the earth to how it once was. Even so, if this chain-reaction begins, many parts of the planet will be uninhabitable by the second half of this century. This, by the way, is also what will happen if all of the conditions of the 2015 Paris Climate Accord are met. What has been agreed by governments in response to climate change so far will not avoid this catastrophe, nor delay it by one second.


Of course, many people understand that there is a climate problem, though they may not fully understand exactly how large and urgent it really is. But there are already a huge number of people working hard to make their societies more sustainable. They buy electric cars, recycle their waste, avoid plastic packaging, take fewer flights, and sell their fossil energy investments. Green groups around the world are working hard too, pushing governments and businesses to invest in renewable energy.


Hard as this might be to understand, none of these activities will achieve anything like the change that is needed. Despite their good intentions, activities on this scale are too small to stop what is happening to the planet.


The scale of the climate problem is so big that, even if hundreds of millions of people lived 100% sustainably, and created absolutely no greenhouse gases, it would not be enough to avoid the tipping point.


The main greenhouse gas is carbon dioxide (CO2). Before the industrial revolution, in the early nineteenth century, the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere was 280 ppm (parts per million). It had been like that for many hundreds of thousands of years. After people began burning fossil fuels, however, the concentration of CO2 began to rise.


In 2020 it was almost 50% higher, at 416 ppm, and growing by 3 ppm a year exponentially. The tipping point that societies have to avoid, when the chain-reaction starts, is when the concentration reaches 450 ppm. This is the level which will gradually take the planet back more than 45 million years, to the last time the CO2 concentration was 450 ppm.


That is in less than 15 years.4


If humanity is foolish enough to let this happen, the great forests around the world will die and the ice at the poles will melt even faster. Mountain glaciers and coral reefs will disappear. There will be a steady and uncontrollable rise in global temperatures over centuries. Most of the planet will eventually become uninhabitable, killing off up to 95% of the human population.5


How can societies avoid this?


When people learn about what is happening, the first question they ask is “what can I do?” We will answer this question in detail at the end. For now, though, let’s assume you live in the rich world. What would happen if you found a way to live 100% emissions free? We are not talking about buying a Tesla and taking fewer flights. We are talking about living off-grid, selling your car, turning vegan, and doing everything possible to cut your contribution to the atmospheric pollution to zero. Let’s say you start tomorrow. What impact will that have over a decade?


Your sacrifices would delay the start of the chain-reaction by a fifth of a second.


Even if everyone in America – all 330 million people – had some sort of epiphany tomorrow and lived without generating any damaging emissions for the next decade, it would only delay the onset of disaster by two years. This is because the US is only responsible for 15% of emissions (a lot, when it has only 4% of the global population). But if those responsible for the other 85% continue as now, America’s efforts would not be enough to stop what is happening. They would only delay it a short time.


And, even this is before taking account of the emissions from the wildfires in California, Australia, and elsewhere, which are pumping vast quantities of CO2 into the atmosphere. Nor does it count the powerful nitrous oxide emissions from fertilizer runoff, or the rising methane emissions from abandoned coal mines, and garbage tips. Although the volume of these gases is much smaller than CO2, they have a much greater warming effect – up to 300x more.


In the face of such an enormous problem, acting alone can’t have any useful impact, just as converting
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TRANSFORMATION


Transform your life, transform your world – Changemakers Books publishes for individuals committed to transforming their lives and transforming the world. Our readers seek to become positive, powerful agents of change. Changemakers Books inform, inspire, and provide practical wisdom and skills to empower us to write the next chapter of humanity’s future.
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A Practical Plan for Putting Truth Back into Politics Gleb Tsipursky and Tim Ward



How can we turn back the tide of post-truth politics, fake news, and misinformation that is damaging our democracy? In the lead up to the 2020 US Presidential Election, Pro Truth provides the answers.



An Antidote to Violence



Evaluating the Evidence



Barry Spivack and Patricia Anne Saunders



It’s widely accepted that Transcendental Meditation can create peace for the individual, but can it create peace in society as a whole? And if it can, what could possibly be the mechanism?



Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island



Melanie Choukas-Bradley



A woman seeks solace on an urban island paradise in Washington D.C. through 2016–17, and the shock of the Trump election.



the bottom



a theopoetic of the streets



Charles Lattimore Howard
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