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1
Blinkers and Biases
What seems to be the problem?
Only 2,000 years ago our planet housed fewer than 300 million people, 100 years ago it was home to 1.5 billion, and now there are about seven billion of us. And we will potentially add at least another two billion to the world population over the next 40 years. Most of that growth will occur in the developing and least developed world, where much of the population is young, compared with the ageing populations of the developed world. For the first time in our history more than half of us live in cities rather than in rural areas and this shift to urban living is set to go on increasing. There is massive economic productivity and continuing growth in the world, even though it has stumbled a little in the past few years, but many of us are still incredibly poor—living on less than US$1 a day—and this number will increase too. From the lowest-income societies to the vast developing economies such as India and China, we are seeing enormous social
changes. Along with economic development a big change is taking place in what people eat and how they live their lives.

All these global inhabitants will have to be fed and need access to safer food and clean water, hygienic living conditions, and a supply of energy. Energy supplies drive economic growth and we have become increasingly concerned about where that energy is going to come from in the near future. Our reliance on fossil fuels such as coal and oil leads to greenhouse gas emissions, as do the destruction of forests and the expansion of agriculture needed to sustain our expanding population. And so the world heats up.

This crisis of depletion of non-renewable energy supplies, of climate change, of degrading and uncertain water supplies, and of growing insecurity in the world’s food supply has been called ‘the perfect storm’ by the UK government’s chief scientist Sir John Beddington. This storm is a direct result of the ever-increasing number of humans living on a planet which does not have infinite resources: a population increase which in turn reflects the many ways in which we humans have changed our world.

Many of us are becoming increasingly concerned about how we can survive this storm, at least with a way of life which meets our aspirations and expectations. This issue of the quality of life for all of us forms the backdrop for this book, but our concerns extend much further than that. We have changed the planet, but we have also changed ourselves—not in the fundamental biological processes that make our bodies work, because they took millions of years to evolve and so cannot change quickly, but we have dramatically changed what we eat, the way we work, the way we expend energy, and the very pattern of our lives. More and more of us use cars instead of walking to get around; we work at a keyboard rather than at hard manual labour; and we live much longer lives than our ancestors. Many of us have smaller families
and, at least in the West, many women have their first baby at a much older age than their grandmothers or even their mothers.
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