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			Chapter 1 – A Perfect Storm

			

			Lake Paterson.

			The waters stretched out from the village of Muchelney in nearly all directions cutting it off from the rest of Somerset. From the top of the precipitous tower of St Peter and St Paul, the parish church for Muchelney’s 100 souls, the view of the devastation was uncompromising.1 At the end of February 2014, 25 square miles of the Somerset Levels in southwest England were inundated with water. 

			To some extent this was to be expected as the Somerset Levels are a marginal environment but one that man has spent centuries trying to tame and use. From the early Bronze Age to the 17th century, when Dutch engineers dug and dredged the Somerset Levels into a more productive agricultural environment, it has been a constant battle against nature. In 2014 nature was victorious but it wasn’t the first time: there had been serious floods in 1854, 1872, 1929 and more recently 
in 2012.2 3 

			Yet in 2014 the flooding of the Somerset Levels took on a bigger and more significant meaning. It had been raining and then it rained some more. After that several frightful Atlantic storms ploughed into the southern counties of England. Then it really started to pour down. The winter of 2014 was the wettest winter recorded by the UK’s Meteorological Office.4 A few mutterings about the impacts of climate change became a crescendo and battle lines were drawn.

			On one side of the divide were those who pointed to increasingly erratic weather experienced not just across the British Isles but also globally as an outcome of climate change. This changing climate, they argued, was being propelled by human growth and development and the subsequent ‘carbonisation’ of the chemical composition of the atmosphere through the rapid burning of 
fossil fuels. 

			Lined up against them were those who still resisted the idea that either climate change was happening, or that even if it was happening it was unconnected with human activity. Working the media with assiduousness was Lord Nigel Lawson – perhaps Britain’s most pre-eminent climate sceptic – with his doughty companion-in-arms Nigel Farage, leader of the UK Independence Party (UKIP). Farage declared of sodden Somerset that “it was just the weather”.5 His fellow Nigel railed against the comments made by Dame Julia Slingo, the chief scientist at The Met Office in which she states:

			“…there can be no definitive answer on the particular events that we have seen this winter, but if we look at the broader base of evidence then we see things that support the premise that climate change has been making a contribution.”6

			Nigel Lawson described the idea that there was link between climate change and the floods as ‘absurd’.

			The Met Office were not the only organisation taking flack. The Environment Agency, part of whose brief is to manage river and coastal flood risks, was accused of incompetence, not only by the flooded residents of the Somerset Levels but also by journalists playing at armchair hydrologists, and even government ministers. Why weren’t the rivers dredged? Where had the flood defence money gone? Why was the £1 spent for every £8 saved in potential costs the accepted cost benefit ratio for flood defences, surely this discriminated against rural communities? And why did the Environment Agency employ so many people? All were lines of critical enquiry.

			Beyond the standard invective against any quango (quasi-autonomous non-government organisation) – such as the Environment Agency – from those whose position was predicated on the assertion that less government is better government there were increasingly complex 
critiques of the situation. 

			George Monbiot, one of Britain’s most provocative environmentalists brought his sharp focus to bare on the issue of integrated catchment basin management. Monbiot observed that in the past four years there had been a significant reduction in the regulation that governed farming practice in the UK and that as a consequence certain cropping practices had changed leaving more soil bare across wet winter months.7 The consequences were plain to see on a satellite image provided by the Dundee Satellite Receiving Station. The seas surrounding the British Isles on 16th of February were shown to be brown with sediment flushed out to sea by rapidly discharging rivers.8 There was far less sediment flowing out of European rivers. The estuary of the River Severn, into which 
the rivers draining the Somerset Levels flow into, was the deepest brown.

			There was, Monbiot argued, a direct connection between an alteration in farming practice; planting more maize for bio-fuels and animal feed without stabilising ground cover after the late harvesting of the crop; and the increased sedimentation of the river channels of the Somerset Levels. This led to an increased impact of any flooding event. Peer reviewed scientific research based around the hills surrounding the Somerset Levels published in December 2013 set out the issue. “Late-harvested crops such as maize had the most damaged soil where 75% of sites were found to have degraded structure generating enhanced surface-water runoff.”9 

			So here were other variables to consider along with climate change, organizational competence, hazard preparedness and whether it was fair to spread the insurance costs of this event on all household and business insurance across the UK, (bearing in mind that whatever an insurance company pays out it will attempt to recoup this cost with higher premiums for policy holders. They are first and foremost businesses run to maximize profit not well-being).

			Within this one issue are contained all the elements of modern geography. From the local – the impact on the village of Muchelney, to the national – the organisation of flood management, to the global – how far such events can be attributed to global climate change. Furthermore the economic and political dimensions were writ large. Beleaguered government organisations were attacked by those who saw them as interfering busybodies putting in place obstacles to the operation of the free market. On the other-side of the spectrum the reduction in regulations had clearly made a contribution to a disastrous loss of soil structure and thus an enhanced flooding risk in southwest England. This was complex stuff, difficult to negotiate with so many ‘actors’ coming into play at a range of scales. This did not lend itself to simple, glib answers, although that did not stop many from drawing conclusions that the evidence could not support.

			Floods are humanity’s most significant hazard in terms of the impact upon the largest number of the global population. They are fixed in our mind as moments of cataclysm, dating back to the flood that Noah negotiated in the Bible.10 It remains to be seen if the 2014 flooding of the Somerset Levels are a precursor of much more impactful environmental hazards that mankind is bringing upon itself. Lake Paterson, (as George Monbiot christened the standing water on the Somerset Levels, after the acting Minister for The Environment, Owen Paterson), had brought geographical thinking to the very forefront of contemporary debate. We were all armchair hydrologists now.

			Thinking generally. 

			Cosmologist Professor Martin Rees, Master of Trinity College Cambridge, Astronomer Royal and ex President of the Royal Society is a scientist of great authority. In 2004 he focused on the challenges to humanity in the 21st century. He rates humanity’s chances of reaching the 22nd century at about 50:50.11 He sets out a smorgasbord of potential threats that face us all; environmental degradation, runaway climate change, bio-technological terrorism and even nanotechnology reducing to goo all that comes before it. Martin Rees’s book is not one to make you sleep well at night. More worryingly shouldn’t we take very seriously somebody so well informed and so pre-eminent? Possibly not.

			It is the premise of many of the stories in this book that it is possible to look with some optimism to the future. There may be a multitude of siren voices that predict our imminent doom as a species. They may be able to point to a wide range of evidence that suggests strongly that their assertions have plausibility. But the future is unwritten. 

			It is still within the gift of humanity too not only survive but also to thrive on planet earth. We just need to know the nature of the challenges and apply some wisdom. ‘Just’: that is obviously a very big ‘just’.

			Another key idea of this book is the under-pinning assertion that no academic subject is better qualified to set out a route map for the survival of ‘people and planet’ than that of geography. I would say that. I am a geographer of a quarter of century standing; an ordinary, work-a-day lecturer in advanced level geography.

			The great weakness of the generic geographer is also his or her strength; generalism. Geographers have a tendency to not be expert in any specific field – some are but these aren’t the ones you necessarily want teaching your children – normally geographers tend to have broad, wide ranging, eclectic interests roving across disciplines with the glue holding them all together being space and a sense of place. I have taught subjects as diverse as geomorphology, climatology, hydrology, soil biology, economics, sociology, demography and philosophy in my pursuit of geographical understanding. I always feel sorry for my students having to know so much at such a young age. Surely they haven’t had time to read enough to even embryonically grasp the ‘big picture’. Another decade or so and the pieces may start to click into place. This book – if read by students – is an attempt to help them fast-forward that process a little. 

			In a collaboration for the University of Sheffield’s Festival of the Mind in 2012, Professor Danny Dorling, Dr Benjamin Hennig and myself found ourselves working with Nick Bax and Dan Fleetwood of Human Studios in Sheffield. We played around with the medium of animated information graphics in much the same way Nick, Dan and I have put together the supporting graphics for this book.12 For The Festival of the Mind we visually suggested that geography was about ‘joining the dots’ in order to see the bigger picture. This is an analogy I have used countless times with students. The problem for the students is the sheer range of dots and their fluidity. This creates an elusive big picture, forever being re-assessed, re-formulated, and re-thought. 

			However, that is no reason not to strive to see a bigger picture.

			Bring on the doom. 

			There was much navel gazing at the end of the last millennium as to where the Earth found itself after the rapid rise of humanity in the previous 1,000 years. It was a thoughtful and reflective time, and then there was a party and a lot of money was spent on fireworks. 

			In the UK in 2000 there was, generally speaking, a bright optimism and the economy was in the middle of a long period of sustained economic growth. We probably had never had it so good, in aggregate getting richer, more long lived and maybe even happier. We went to the Dome, we went shopping, and were becoming healthier and wealthier. Well, most of us. Of course there were always those siren voices that foretold of a myriad problems in the future and sometimes these were geography teachers.

			To some, even in the early years of the new millennium, it was possible to see the antecedent conditions of the 2008 global financial crisis already coming into place. Larry Elliott the Economics Editor of the left wing Guardian and Dan Atkinson who held the same job at the right wing Daily Mail wrote two books ‘The Age of Insecurity’ in 1998 and followed it up with ‘Fantasy Island’ in 2007. Both are searing critiques of the debt-fuelled boom that the New Labour government engineered from 1997. Fantasy Island is prescient in front of the 2008 crash in describing as fantasy, 

			‘...the belief that the economy can be sustained on ever higher levels of debt and the belief that the environment can be sustained with ever-higher levels of growth.’13 

			For others a growing awareness of the impact of climate change and associated environmental challenges were starting to come more sharply into focus. 

			A surge into an increasingly globalised world was also starting to create tensions in all sorts of places hitherto barely touched by the internet revolution. We went shopping in other peoples’ countries extending our global footprint to the furthest corners of our planet.

			Nouriel Roubini was a US economist who, to much ridicule, predicted the 2008 financial crisis. He was if anything a little parochial to the USA as he did not foresee the global scale of the crisis, stating at an International Monetary Fund (IMF) conference in 2006 “I think that the U.S. recession is going to lead to a severe slowdown in the rest of the world. I do not expect a global recession.”14 He did however earn himself the label ‘Dr Doom’. He was living up to his moniker when he peered into 2013. 
A November 2012 interview to US business TV channel Bloomberg had him saying:

			“There could be a situation in which you could have a perfect storm that would happen if there is a fiscal cliff in the United States that tips the US into a recession, if the euro zone crisis gets worse and there is an exit of Greece that is disorderly, if the landing of China becomes a hard landing of China, and if we really had a war in the Middle East between Israel and Iran and oil prices go to $200/barrel.”15 

			When Roubini has been asked as to why he, almost alone, was able to sense the coming financial crisis, he has suggested that it is his eclecticism that has allowed him to see the big picture. He is an Iraqi Jew, who is a US citizen with a deep love of travel. His academic interests have been primarily in ‘emerging markets’. He may be an economist but he shares traits with many geographers – wide-ranging interests and more than a little gloomy about the future. Of course his pessimism is as yet unfulfilled, all his scary scenarios remain just that, scary but unfulfilled scenarios. 

			A crisis is a terrible thing to waste. 

			Many people much more able than I have picked over the bones of the Financial Crisis of 2008. Suffice to say a pretty simple way of grasping it is to say it was the moment when the global financial edifice led by the USA realised it couldn’t substitute real growth with debt-fuelled growth. What appeared to be a never-ending growth in the capital value of assets (houses, shares, real estate, even wine) could not be sustained to cover the increasing indebtedness that enabled many people to acquire such magical baubles. It was a bubble, a very big bubble.

			Yet this financial bubble was also something that had convergence with a number of other unfolding crises. The ascent of neo-liberal capitalism (I’ll explain what I mean by this in chapter 7) as the economic DNA of the global system appeared to have become inevitable. Every time the Inter-Government Panel on Climate Change reviewed the expanding data on the multitude of variables they inputted into their complex computer models that allowed them to project future climate scenarios their predictions became increasingly worrisome. The litany of despondency that fuels much of the geography curriculum became increasingly fertile; soil erosion, mass biological extinction events, energy crisis, water shortages, desertification, inequality, technological anomie, population growth, resource shortages. I’ve barely got going. 

			It was Paul Romer, another US Economist, who is credited with saying “A crisis is a terrible thing to waste”. Romer, who gave ex-UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown the idea of endogenous growth theory to play with (growth happens primarily as an outcome of educational, technological and cultural innovations that spill out into new innovations – if you were wondering) is an optimist but not after my own heart. He sets out his manifesto of education led growth thus:

			“Only a failure of imagination — the same failure that leads the man on the street to suppose that everything has already been invented — leads us to believe that all of the relevant institutions have been designed and all of the policy levers have been found. For social scientists, every bit as much as for physical scientists, there are vast regions to explore and wonderful surprises to discover.”16

			Of course optimism is one thing and hare-brained ideas are another. Or as Karl Marx once put it “reason has always existed, but not always in a reasonable form.”17 Currently Romer is promoting the idea of foreign-run, free-market enclaves being set up in some of the world’s least developed countries. The theory is that these tax havens (‘Charter Cities’ Romer calls them) will set in motion a virtuous multiplier of good economic governance and growth unrestrained by simple things such as citizens’ rights. Only the already privileged could countenance such thinking but the signs are he may be able to persuade a despotic ruler or two to set in train another strand of neo-colonialism and call it enlightened capitalism.18

			Such an account underscores the necessity of careful thought when attempting to propound new and original pathways out of the many crises. An environmental example of this – perhaps initially beguiling but ultimately wan thinking as complexity is added to the initial idea - is that of seeding oceans with iron filings. This idea works on the basis of iron being a core factor in phytoplankton growth and thus by adding additional nutrients to boost the pitiful efforts of Aeolian process (wind carried dust sometimes containing up to 5% iron and a key factor in all this) this will lead to rapid phytoplankton blooming that will pull vast amounts of carbon-dioxide out of the atmosphere and thus stabilise climate change. Confidence in this idea was so strong by its key proponent, the US Oceanographer Dr John Martin that he famously declaimed, “Give me half a tanker of iron, and I will give you an ice age.”19 Although this idea had an attractive practicability and was technically actionable, as research around the Galapagos Islands has suggested, the scale required, the cost, the politics, the ecological knock-on effects and its basic efficacy have been investigated and clearly are all a basis for discounting consideration of what seemed initially to be such an interesting idea. 

			What these two cameos of new thinking attempt to underline is the idea that – even in times of fast moving, complex and inter-woven multiple crises – when grasping innovative thinking some caution must also be taken, no matter how close to the edge of an unknown cataclysm people feel they are at. Yes don’t waste the opportunities that a crisis brings to question old thinking and to instigate change, but be measured enough to not go down paths that will make that crisis worse. 

			

			How close to the edge are we? 

			Phrases such as tipping points, reaching ‘peaks’ or falling over ‘cliffs’ increasingly appear as part of the lexicon of our age. In November 2012 the United Nations sounded alarm over the impact of thawing permafrost in northern latitudes releasing huge amounts of the climate change gas methane into the atmosphere. It could be, they said, a ‘tipping point.’20 

			Way back in the 1950s a maverick geologist MK Hubbert, in the face of much derision, predicted a peak in US oil production at the end of the 1960s. He was proved correct and his methodologies were then applied to global oil production and broadly he has been correct again. We hover around a peak of global oil production. Although stating predicted oil reserves, with the quality of information put out by OPEC countries (Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries), is akin to a wild stab in the dark, misinformation being part of the modus operandi of OPEC.21

			As for cliffs, the fiscal cliff that the US economy might have toppled over on January 1st 2013 may have heralded not just the brake to any growth driven recovery in the USA but the temporary end of anything resembling consensus politics in Washington too. After peering over their self-imposed abyss they stepped back, for now. The markets rallied, for now, and the cliff – or rather slope as it more accurately might be described – was pushed off into the future, for somebody else to deal with at another time.

			All of the above-heralded declines would not necessarily have left an immediate legacy of a reeling populace, beset by paralysis and disorder, regardless of any doom-laden language employed. None had the potential immediacy and totality of the catastrophic nuclear war that we edged very close to at various times since the end of the Second World War.

			I was born in the week of the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962, when the Soviet missiles reached a mere 60 miles from mainland USA on Fidel Castro’s Cuba. The world held its breath fearing nuclear cataclysm. It wasn’t implausible that my life could have been extremely foreshortened. In the 1980s Reagan machismo and Pershing and Cruise missiles took me to the streets and the barbed wire fences of US military bases in the UK, a combination of fear and indignation driving my activism to try and make the world a safer place.

			In 1947, spurred into action by the unfolding Cold War, the University of Chicago based Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists produced a graphic warning of how close to the edge of doom we were. This Doomsday Clock has been periodically altered since its inception. The never had it so good golden age of growing post-war prosperity in the late 1950s remains, in their judgement, our most dangerous time. 

			A nervy beginning to the 1980s including the Russian invasion of Afghanistan, the opening up of geo-political fault lines between the Islamic and Western worlds and macho nuclear posturing by both cold war protagonists have all come into play at one time or another. In 1984, when I was demonstrating, the clock zipped forward to 3 minutes to midnight. The fall of the Berlin Wall sent the clock back a full 14 minutes.

			Yet the 2008 global financial crisis was a new order of crisis. It wasn’t one dominated by the visceral fear of on-rushing death and unrecoverable post-nuclear annihilation for our planet. It was a largely unheralded challenge to the collective worldview of continuous economic growth. It was after the then UK chancellor Gordon Brown’s claim in the House of Commons in March 2007, with more than a touch of hubris, to have ended ‘boom and bust’ as UK PLC sailed through a decade of sustained, continuous economic growth.22 The early noughties were, for many, the best years ever. Rising house prices unleashed a consumer splurge fuelled by people dipping into their growing equity and a suspension of the belief that such good times could have consequences and an end point. It was therefore startling for many that such a gravy train could be derailed, and how! It is not hyperbole to suggest that we were incredibly close to a level of financial meltdown that would have left barely a citizen of the western world untouched and with a rapidity that would of induced a level of panic that we probably thought we had civilised ourselves out of. 

			

			It’s all going to hell in a handcart.

			A persuasive narrative for many is that they look around their world and they feel it is getting worse. Their country, their culture, the things that they uphold as good and desirable are debased and perhaps even worse ignored. Few believe that crime in the UK is lower now than say a decade before, with a 27.2% decline in crime between 2002 and 2012 far from widely accepted.23 Politically, increasing numbers of people are disillusioned. The highest number of people in a generation were saying that ‘it is not really worth voting’. A blaze of discontent fuelled by MPs expenses scandals.24 Whether it is an increasingly crowded and degraded countryside, the intense hurly burly of city life, the disconnect between the young and old or the growing distrust of so many of the powerful institutions of the nation; law, policing, the media, medicine, science, it appears that the population is less than happy.

			Such discontent often finds its rawest expression in the blogs and comment pages of the internet where anonymity confers a greater confidence in rhetorical matters. It was the BBC’s comment pages about life in Britain that spurred me to write my last book ‘Home: A Personal Geography of Sheffield’. The invective on how the country had become ‘septic’, ‘astonishingly corrupt’ and overtaken by ‘rampant crime’ had become increasingly common-place.25 Not much has changed. A cursory glance at the Daily Mail website on 1st January 2013 revealed this couplet of despair, “Welcome to England, the worst race in the world. It is a country in terminal decline.” Ah the Daily Mail always a splendidly reliable source of the national teeth grinding and moral hand-wringing zeitgeist, or at least that part of Britain than is often referred to as ‘middle England’. 

			However, the BBC comment page I was interested in back in 2006 was in response to an Institute of Public Policy report26 that revealed that 1 in 10 British citizens lived abroad but more strikingly that millions more wanted to join the 761,000 in Spain, 1,300,000 in Australia and 678,000 in the United States of America. Since then, when the report’s authors stated “when the going is good, Brits get going”, the going has been less good and the Brits have been going a lot less. It is now probably the case that there are at least as many trans-located Brits holed up in their haciendas that desire to return to Britain as those who want to leave.

			A British outreach worker for Age Concern in Mallorca, Spain, is reported as saying “we’re repatriating an increasing number of people who are destitute. It’s that serious.”27 The Sun reported in June 2012 that 34% of Britons in Spain were at that time trying to sell their property, although where they plucked this figure from is unstated. Clearly for many of these expats the sun scorched grass of Spain was increasingly less attractive than the green grass of home. The European recession was bringing to a close dreams all over Europe and people were closing in defensively. Across Europe it was reported 11 million homes were un-occupied, of these a staggering 3.4 million were in Spain.28 

			Europeans weren’t alone in feeling that life was somehow a little less sweet. A Gallup Poll in the USA, for the first time since such polls were taken, indicated that the majority of people surveyed felt that their children would have a worse life than them.29 Interestingly this figure got higher the older and wealthier the respondents got. Maybe that old Americanism about going to ‘hell in a handcart’ is increasingly gathering traction in a wide range of western societies.

			Whether it is in the popular tabloid press, the conversations at the bus stop or the reminiscing of an increasingly ageing population a popular perspective to take is that everything is getting worse and there appears virtually nothing we can do about it. 

			And it’s going to get worse.

			“An economic and political system that does not deliver for most citizens is one that is not sustainable in the long run. Eventually, faith in democracy and the market economy will erode, and the legitimacy of existing institutions and arrangements will be called into question.” 
– Joseph Stiglitz January 7th 201330 

			When Nobel Prize winning economist Joseph Stiglitz gave his state of the world report at the beginning of 2013 he was not falling over himself with optimism. He was not alone. In the same week The World Economic Forum Risk Report 2012 was released ahead of the annual gathering of the good and great of world politics, business and academia in the small Swiss town of Davos. Since 1973 under auspices of the World Economic Forum, a Swiss non-profit foundation, the future of the world has been kicked over between bouts of skiing, cocktails and sumptuous dinners. In 2013 there was apparently much to think about: ‘severe global inequality’ and ‘chronic fiscal imbalances’ lead the way according to the Risk Report, followed up by our old friends ‘rising greenhouse gas emissions’ and ‘biodiversity loss’. New risks on the block were ‘cyber attacks’ and ‘water supply crises’. These are what are considered most likely to happen in the next ten years at a global scale. 

			Sophisticated experts such as those that the World Economic Forum can gather together are not one-dimensional; they make a distinction between the likelihood of risk and the scale of impact of risk. So although ‘cyber attacks’ appears ‘Blade Runner’ scary, it will not necessarily impact on huge numbers of the global population. Nomadic Sahelian pastoralists will not have to update their Norton anti-virus settings on their non-existent laptop. 

			The risks that will touch most of the world negatively are ‘major systematic financial failure’,’ water supply crises’ and ‘food supply crises’. Mind you fickle folk experts, five years previously ‘an asset price collapse’ and ‘retrenchment from globalisation’ were our most impactful risks according to 2007 Risk Report. Risks are an ever-changing fear. However you look at it, the report strongly argues that the ‘seeds of dystopia’ have been sown in a world where “for the first time in generations, many people no longer believe that their children will grow up to enjoy a higher standard of living than theirs.”31 Figure 1.2 as shown on the following pages is an information graphic that sets out the interconnectivity of many of these risks. Or to put it another way, it is a potential route map for a domino like decline towards dystopia

			WEF’s Global Risks Interconnection map is created from the answers by survey respondents who were asked what were the most systemically important economic risks as well as the most important connecting risks between them. 

			Closer to home on December 5th 2012 UK chancellor George Osborne announced in his autumn budget statement that the British government’s austerity plans would be extended until 2018.32 No jam today and no jam tomorrow, an imaginative position on which to build the Conservative party’s next general election campaign. Whatever the problem, finance, local government, the labour market, wages or basic resource prices, life was getting tougher. At a personal level most people in the UK were poorer than they had been in real terms than at any time in the last ten years. This is certainly the case for me and substantially so, just as it is for millions of others. However as The Institute for Fiscal Studies has deduced from the aggregate impact of UK government tax and welfare changes since the Coalition Governments austerity package came into play those hit the hardest are low-income families, working or non-working. Most people are a little poorer; the poor are a lot poorer.33 

			As the 2013 State of the Nation report by think tank British Future put it ‘where is bittersweet Britain heading?’34

			

			There is no point worrying. Party on.

			Part of the mythology of the British is their stoical nature, the ‘keep calm and carry on’ approach to life. Our finest hour is often cited as being the Battle of Britain – a backs-to-the-wall moment if there ever was one. Even in that dark hour a sense of optimism and hope prevailed. At the closing ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics, comedian Eric Idle sang his song ‘Always look on the bright side of life’. The crowd sung back knowing every word. This is how Britain projected itself to the world. Like many stereotypes there appears a reasonable amount of validity to it.

			One of the interesting facets of the research by the British Future think-tank that informed its State of the Nation report of January 2013, was that the majority of Britons, according to their polling data still felt optimistic about their personal lives (52%). But this fell to 34% when asked about optimism towards the local area in which they live and further still (20%) for Britain as a country.35 It appears that the concerns that we have about the world are to some extent still external from our everyday lives lived with our family and friends. Personally we tend to look on the bright side of life. 

			And it is not as if Britons are relatively unhappy with their lot at the global scale. In April 2012 the UN published its first research into global levels of happiness. Yes I thought that as well, how do you measure happiness? Well it is all very interesting and the UN make a stout defence of their particular methodology resting as it does on the simple Cantril Ladder of a ‘self anchoring striving scale’ where individuals are asked to place themselves, at the present moment in their life, relative to the best possible life they could have, or 10 as they call it. 

			What do you reckon you would put down in response to this question? Probably not a 10. I think I’ll go for 7, which always seems like a safe bet, not too smug: not downing the Prozac just yet. Well, according to the UN the UK collectively scores 6.9 and that is not too bad, globally speaking – 18th in the world. Having been an aficionado of Scandinavian ‘crime noir’ for several years – all brooding greys and sleeting rain – I am amused by the dominance in the global happiness league table of Denmark, Finland and Norway; 1st, 2nd and 3rd respectively. What this tells us is that fiction is just that. I was of course drawn to scrolling down the list to arrive at the bottom. Who is the least happy nation in the world?36 

			Of course like all attempts to apply scientific rigour to measuring human feelings there is plenty of scope for debate about alternative ways of attempting to measure happiness. A UN conference on Happiness in April 2012 and the ‘Broddingnagian’ Oxford Reader of Happiness published in 2013 give ample oxygen to fuel the fire of this debate. In 2012 Gallup, one of the global leaders in polling methodology expended a huge amount of resources polling 1,000 people in 148 countries measuring positive emotions. Positive emotions include learning or doing something interesting in the past day, feeling respected and whether you smiled or laugh a lot. This is an intriguing approach and no less valid than the UN’s methodology.37 

			The results of the Gallup survey are intriguing and although they throw up some significant differences from the UN research there are some broad trends that can be identified. Denmark slips to a highly credible – let’s be positive – 16th place, replaced at the top by a slew of middle level development countries in Latin America: Panama, Paraguay, El Salvador, Venezuela, Guatemala, Ecuador and Costa Rica. Yes the United Kingdom holds its own again in joint 25th place amongst other countries as disparate as Mali and Belgium. You could have been Singapore and down in 148th and last place.

			What can we deduce from all this frantic surveying of happiness, a burgeoning area of social science indeed? Being parochial it appears Britain is a pretty alright place to live from a global perspective, regardless of the recession and a raft of other pressing concerns. We don’t hit the very highest notes but we are still relatively on song. We may be gloomy about the future, especially outside of our ordinary everyday life bubble but as individuals, households and families our lives appear broadly content.

			This to some extent works against a common media narrative of the gloomy, complaining Britain that is not at ease with itself in the face of rapid societal change brought on by technology, globalisation and a meaner and leaner economic realm. Yet maybe this mismatch between a broadly contented population within their private lives and increasing concern about the wider public sphere is understandable in the context of what we feel we can and cannot control.

			It is those complex, interconnected problems that feel out of our control, that the ‘masters of the universe’ discuss at their Davos conference every January. This is what appears off most people’s horizons. Climate change, well some will get flooded; others might cower inside their rented villas as record-breaking summer temperatures stretch across the Mediterranean. You will notice the higher food prices at the supermarket and you may be increasingly aware of the need to be a bit green to ‘save the planet’. And what is it with this weather we are getting? But a 4.5ºC rise in global temperature by 2100 unless we completely change how we go about human organisation and activity on the planet, what could that mean? That’s in the future. Let’s deal with the here and now.

			Oh and just to stop anybody fretting and having to fire up Google, the least happy nation in the World, according to UN research, is Togo in West Africa. I have no idea why but it vies for this position with its neighbour Benin. Must be really crap there. Not like here.

			

			The price of everything and the value of nothing.

			The idea that a perpetual state of ‘high mass consumption’ was the crowning glory of capitalism was at the core of what is known as ‘modernisation theory’. Put another way ‘shopping’ is the ultimate summation of human development. The more you consume the more developed you are. 

			The most famous proponent of modernisation theory was the American economist Walt Rostow. In his agenda-setting treatise ‘The Stages of Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto’ Rostow ponders what humanity will do when it reaches the stage when ‘the marginal rate of utility’ of ever-increasing wealth occurs in a society. Or rather what happens when we are all so materially wealthy that earning more doesn’t necessarily bring us a similar level of benefit or utility? We will wonder what this excess wealth can do for us. The choices, as Rostow sees it, are either a greater focus on defence and security (making sure ‘the others’ don’t get their hands on your pile) or greater acquisition of material things (complete mall frenzy) or a greater degree of social equity. Rostow saw each highly developed country choosing its own mix of these goals. Guns, shopping and equality.

			Back in 1960 when Rostow attempted to articulate the historical development of wealth into an over-arching theory there was much of that he was probably unaware of. Rachel Carson was yet to publish her seminal work ‘Silent Spring’ (1962) which kick-started a growing awareness of the environmental impact that the unbridled pursuit of growth that the driving forward of modernisation theory would bring. Capitalism was still a relatively quaint parochial thing based upon national identities and interests. Back in the 1950s national debt (government held) was a major factor in many countries. In the UK government debt was a mighty 238% of GDP after the Second World War – and still a radical government managed to put into place significant welfare reforms and the creation of the National Health Service. Yet this debt was underpinned by the 2,500 metric tonnes of gold held in 1950 by the Bank of England. Rostow hadn’t yet seen the hyper-expansion of private debt at a global scale which had been so important in creating the 2008 financial crisis. Nor was Rostow, in 1960, able to grasp the rise of the shadow economy, that part of the global economy that is so globally footloose and uncontrolled by nation states that it acts beyond liberal democratic accountability. 

			Rostow would have had a much greater understanding of environmental constraints and the new financial terrain when his last major book came out in 1998 – ‘The Great Population Spike and After: Reflections on the 21st Century’ – one of a crop of pre-millennium books that cast their gaze forwards. Critical evaluations of this book note his ‘balanced’ view on population38, accepting that it is highly likely that global population will peak at around 10 billion sometime in the 21st century. However he doesn’t recant a single aspect of his modernisation theory and remained wedded to the power of markets until his death in 2003. 

			It became a popular idea after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 that liberal capitalism had reached a stage of over-arching global dominance, hegemony. Nobody more comprehensively asserted this idea than the American political economist Francis Fukuyama in his 1992 work ‘The End of History and the Last Man’, in which he declaims “the universalisation of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.” Or this is it, it doesn’t get any better.39 

			What is such a world? A world where the hidden hand of the market pervades all. A world where even the most basic of environmental services can be commoditised. Everything, everyone, has its price, is measured, is traded, can be bought and sold. The price of everything, the value of nothing?

			Sir John Beddington, was the UK government’s Chief Scientific Advisor from 2008. As the most senior scientist advising the UK government Sir John created a minor flurry of concern when he set in train his concerns about future food security issues in 2009. He saw the issues as being wide-ranging and inter-connected. He was like many observers pessimistic. He suggested that factors were coming together to create a ‘Perfect Storm’. I couldn’t have put it better.

			“There is an intrinsic link between the challenge we face to ensure food security through the 21st century and other global issues, most notably climate change, population growth and the need to sustainably manage the world’s rapidly growing demand for energy and water. It is predicted that by 2030 the world will need to produce 50 per cent more food and energy, together with 30 per cent more available fresh water, whilst mitigating and adapting to climate change. This threatens to create a ‘perfect storm’ of global events.”40

			The following chapters are an examination of the scope and complexity of those ‘global issues’ that will frame human development in the 21st century: population, migration, biodiversity, climate, energy, food, water, urbanisation, globalisation, capital and technology. 
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