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In the late 1980s, when climate change started 

to climb up the international environmental 

agenda, I flooded the Nile Delta and wiped out 

the Robusta coffee crop of Uganda. All this was 

done legally and in the name of the United Na­

tions, but completely virtually with no harm 

done. The case studies were shown to innume­

rable government delegations and had its im­

pact on the emerging global agreement on cli­

mate change. Only now, in 2009, with climate 

change becoming mainstream, things on the 

ground in Egypt and Uganda also started to 

move. Adaptation strategies are being develo­

ped and measures taken to avoid the worst. 

Much more radical, but related, is Manuela 

Pfrunder’s work called Neotopia, which is not­

hing less than the complete reconstruction of 

the world. All available land, sea, forest etc. is 

divided into neat island plots of exactly the 

size each individual is entitled to. At the next 

level, consumption is divided into annual or 

lifetime rations for everyone on earth. And 

suddenly, global inequalities become visible 

in a ridiculous or rather scary manner, and we 

realize that what initially looked like a game is 

not a game at all.

This publication integrates these two 

streams: the arguments of leading researchers 

for a more fundamental response to the multi­

ple threats to our single planetary environ­

ment with the artistic vision of a world in which 

everything has been redistributed to achieve 

radical equity. Both argue for a new way of  

managing the earth and its resources – a way 

that provides for everyone’s basic needs. The 

alternative? Science, they say, offers the pro­

bable answer: a return to the dark ages. 

Zoïtopia is maybe too much bad news for 

society trying to think positively. But without 

‘thinking the unthinkable’, and then making 

radical changes at the level of both global go­

vernance and individual behaviour, the future 

of our planet looks grim. 

Yet there is hope. There are other ways to 

take good care of our commons. Copenhagen 

is only a way station in the discussion – and 

the action.
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NEOTOPIA – An apocalypse of justice 

What would the world look like if all human beings had 
precisely the same resources at their disposal?  
In a vision of radical equitability, all of Earth’s resources 
and commodities are shared by all of mankind.  
What, then, does each person own? Neotopia allocates 
each and every one of us a personal plot of land  
measuring 279.31 m x 279.31 m. Of which 70.9 % is ocean and 
29.1% is land. All territories are provided with the 
existentially required raw materials and each individual 
person has the right to use one 6.5-billionth – 1 divi- 
ded by the earth’s population – of the world’s production. 
Neotopia gives us the freedom to utilize these  
resources as wee see fit.

Use the perforated pieces to design  
your own land on the map. 

With the share of resources  
and commodities allocated  
to you, how would you manage  
your Neotopian plot?

50 METERS 100 METERS1 METER1 : 939 scale of map
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Across the world politicians, scientists and 

many millions of ordinary people are making 

every effort to work out how to reduce emis­

sions of greenhouse gases. We should be 

thankful that they are. Cutting emissions to a 

safe level is essential if we are to have any 

chance of preventing climate change from 

transforming the earth into somewhere far 

less hospitable to human life. 

But emissions cuts are only the start of 

what we have to do. They are essential, but not 

in themselves sufficient. That is because  

a changing climate is not the only threat to life 

on earth. A growing human population, whose 

demands on natural resources are also incre­

asing, runs multiple risks. They include dama­

ge to the natural world and the loss of many of 

the other species it contains; the exhaustion 

of water supplies, on which all our food de­

pends; the spread of diseases; devastating 

levels of pollution; and the destruction of many 

fish stocks and other marine resources. Clima­

te change will make all these threats harder to 

confront. In 2003 Martin Rees, the astrophysi­

cist who is the United Kingdom’s Astronomer 

Royal, wrote a book entitled Our Final Century: 

Will the Human Race Survive the Twenty-first 

Century? It is not an idle question. 

This report suggests some of the even more 

radical steps we shall have to take beyond 

making our economies virtually independent 

of carbon dioxide and the other greenhouse 

gases. The idea for it came from a paper delive­

red at the international scientific congress 

held in Copenhagen in March 2009, entitled 

Climate Change: Global Risks, Challenges  

and Decisions. The paper was the work of Pro­

fessor Hans Joachim Schellnhuber and Dr.  

Veronika Huber, of the Potsdam Institute for 

Climate Impact Research, Germany. Their ar­

gument is simple and stark (they describe 

their conclusions as “thinking the unthinkab­

le”) : they believe a supra-national global com­

mons system will be needed if the world is to 

limit global warming and survive the impacts 

of climate change. That will mean “no longer 

looking at national boundaries, but asking 

what is best for the planet.”

Many scientists agree with Professor 

Schellnhuber and Dr. Huber that humanity 

faces unprecedented risks, but disagree to 

some extent with their suggestion for tackling 

our predicament. The rest of this report in­

cludes comments by several of them on the 

authors’ arguments.

I hope you will take the time to read the 

report. It makes clear the gravity of the con­

verging crises which now imperil the life most 

of us take for granted, and the extent of the 

changes we shall have to make. From a range 

of perspectives, it suggests how we can start 

to make those changes. And all of it speaks 

not of desperation, but of hope.

JANOS PASZTOR

Special Advisor on Climate Change  

to the UN Secretary General 

Neotopia – An apocalypse of justice

Genesis, continued. 
1 Once upon a time, the world was divided 
into different land masses that were sur-
rounded by huge bodies of water. 2 At that 
time, only one sun shone light on the planet. 
3 Consequently, certain parts of the world 
were so cold that no plants could grow the-
re. 4 In other places, it was so hot that dust 
lay on the ground as far as the eye could 
see. 5 Since the sun always illuminated only 
one side of the planet, it was always dark on 
the other side. 6 The rotation of the planet 
brought about the succession of days and 
nights. 7 At night, it was so dark that people 
could only work if they had artificial light.  

8 That’s why most people slept at night.  
9 The land was so disparately fashioned that 
during a lifetime, it was impossible to visit 
all the places and landscapes on earth – 
there was no duplication, the terrain of 
each location was unique. 10 Some places 
were full of hills and practically impassable, 
others were totally flat. 11 Yet others 
presented obstacles like lakes and swamps 
or dense forests. 12 People lived in many of 
these different locations and had to adjust 
to the circumstances dictated by nature.  
13 The type of available food also differed 
from place to place. 14 Thus, people who 
lived together in one location adopted  
a certain lifestyle and distinguished them-
selves significantly from other groups of 

Impressum
This is a joint publication by the Zoï Environment Network  
and Gestaltung Manuela Pfrunder GmbH, Zurich, Switzerland

Concept, Realization:  
Alex Kirby, Manuela Pfrunder, Beatrice Sierach,  
Otto Simonett, Christina Stuhlberger
Interviews: Alex Kirby
Graphic Design, Layout, Images, Text Neotopia:  
Manuela Pfrunder, Beatrice Sierach
Printed Climate Neutrally on RecyStar, FSC (100 % recycled paper)  
at Staffel Druck AG, Zurich, Switzerland

Zoï Environment Network 
Chémin de Balexert 9
CH-1219 Châtelaine Geneva 
otto.simonett @ zoinet.org 
Tel. +41 22 917 83 42

This publication may be reproduced in whole or in part in any  
form for educational or nonprofit purposes without special per­
mission from the copyright holders, provided acknowledgement  
of the source is made. Zoï Environment Network and Gestaltung 
Manuela Pfrunder GmbH would appreciate receiving a copy of  
any material that uses this publication as a source. No use of this 
publication may be made for resale or for any commercial purpose 
whatsoever without prior permission in written form from the  
copyright holders. The use of information from this publication 
concerning proprietary products for advertising is not permitted.

The views expressed in this document are those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect views of the partner organizations. 
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in 
this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion what­
soever on the part of Zoï Environment Network concerning the legal 
status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or 
concerning delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. We regret 
any errors or omissions that may unwittingly have been made.

“Neotopia – Atlas of equitable distribution of the world” by  
Manuela Pfrunder was published in the year 2002 by Limmat  
Verlag Zürich.
In the year 2009 all facts have been updated as good as the diffe­
rent sources made it capable. Neotopia makes no claim for scien­
tific perfection. It rather focuses on the artistic and narrative  
formatting of the collected data.
© Copyright, 2009 by Manuela Pfrunder, Zurich, www.neotpia.ch,  
info@neotopia.ch. All rights reserved.

One world,  
no frontiers



ZoÏtopia 094 ZoÏtopia 09 5  Interview with hans joachim Schellnhuber    Interview with hans joachim Schellnhuber  

ously, then you have to ask: is the­

re any policy that can hold that 

line? You will immediately conclu­

de that we will have to manage the 

global carbon cycle in an unpre­

cedented way. That means, in par­

ticular, we will have to use bio-se­

questration, growing trees for 

example, and storing the carbon 

after taking out the energy. If you 

grow trees you need land, and we 

know from last year’s food riots 

there is a strong competition bet­

ween various forms of land use, 

between food production, protec­

tion of biodiversity, and simply the 

need for settlements. And we will 

require land in the future for bio-

energy as well as for bio-sequest­

ration. So perhaps the key to the 

future world, a world which is not 

completely exposed to unbridled global warming, may be 

an optimal use of land on this planet.

I simply presented  

a potential solution, 

which is in a sense 

mind-boggling, because if we try to optimise land use, we 

first think “How much land could we set aside if we just do 

agriculture in a better way?” I am definitely not talking 

about a new green revolution – more pesticides, more  

fertilizers or what have you – but to use the best plots on 

this planet for the best crops. That would be an optimisa­

tion of food production. Yet, clearly then, we touch imme­

diately on the question of who is in charge of the land, all 

the territorial questions, and then you also touch on ques­

tions of national sovereignty. Why not think about using 

the most fertile land and setting it aside, earmarking it just 

for food production? It is in a sense exactly the idea, very 

H a n s  J o a c h i m 

Schellnhuber: I talked 

about the science of 

the Earth System if 

you like, including 

critical thresholds and concepts I have worked on for seve­

ral years now, including tipping points. But this was in  

a sense only a prelude to the new idea Veronika and I tried 

to introduce. My talk was meant to be concerned with 

“What can we do now?”, “What are potential solutions to 

the climate predicament we are in?”. It is overwhelmingly 

clear now that there will be no simple solution. There is no 

business-as-usual version we can think of which would de­

liver the climate protection we need. In particular we are 

thinking of the two degrees (Celsius average global tempe­

rature rise) line as the global guardrail, because there is a 

scientific consensus that beyond that level the impacts 

will be almost unmanageable. If you take two degrees seri­

Thinking  
the unthinkable
Professor Hans Joachim Schellnhuber is the founding direc-
tor of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK) 
in Germany. He and his colleague, Veronika Huber, presented 
a paper, “Towards a Great Land-Use Transformation?”, at the 
international meeting held in the Danish capital, Copenhagen, 
from 10–12 March 2009, Climate Change: Global Risks, Chal-
lenges and Decisions. They describe their conclusions as “thin
king the unthinkable”: they believe a supra-national global 
commons system will be needed if the world is to limit global 
warming and survive the impacts of climate change. Under 
such a scheme many countries would need to guarantee that 
part of their territory is earmarked for predefined purposes, 
such as agricultural production on fertile soils, or carbon 
storage and biodiversity protection in forested areas. Alex 
Kirby spoke to them:

ternatives. Without an optimized land use scheme, one al­

ternative is that we completely and abruptly decarbonise 

our planet: we renounce all types of modern civilisation 

and say that in order to reconcile ourselves with nature we 

give up cars, we don’t use heating, and so on. The second 

alternative would be geo-engineering – you try to dim the 

skies artificially, for example, by injecting sulphur dioxide 

into the stratosphere, and things like that. So the choice 

would be either a sort of de-industrialisation, or a tinkering 

with the planet, where we really don’t know what the im­

pacts might be. I am trying to advocate something in bet­

ween, trying to use our technical and cultural resources as 

best as we can. We will have industry, we will have a higher 

form of civilization – but let’s do it without transgressing 

the boundaries of nature. Without a clever scheme for 

using global land, I think it will be impossible. I cannot 

think of any other solution at present.

At least it is a neces­

sary condition, though 

not a sufficient one. 

Of course we need an 

energy efficiency revolution; we need to tap renewable 

energies at a much more impressive pace than we do now. 

But I don’t think we can solve the problem without a much 

better global division of land use.

It could be part actu­

ally of a global deal 

on the climate. If we 

really come to a glo­

bal deal on protecting 

the earth against all types of human interference, then 

land use will be part of that deal. I mean, if you divide up 

the atmosphere into lots, assign them to various nations, 

and tell these nations not to transgress their emissions 

budgets, that is of course already a major interference with 

national sovereignty. It is only a small step to say: “Why not 

look at the entire system?” The entire system consists of 

the atmosphere, the land, the seas, and the biosphere and 

so on. It will be a step towards earth system management, 

if you like. 

popular in the North, that the Brazilians, for example, 

should set aside their rainforest just to be rainforest,  

helping to preserve biodiversity or simply the beauty of 

these primeval forests. So couldn’t there be something like 

a global deal on land use where the North earmarks large 

areas for food production and the South earmarks a lot of 

their land for biodiversity and nature protection? That was 

the idea, which is very simple and very logical once you 

start to think about it. But it is seen as completely out of 

the question, I think, in the North for the time being.

The reason why you 

have Western Europe 

and the eastern part 

of the US is of course 

not a complete coin­

cidence. The big in­

dustrialised coun­

tries have based their 

development on their 

comparative agricul­

tural advantage. There you have the most fertile soils and 

the most benign climate. History tells us that the big na­

tions really emerged from the fertile places for agriculture. 

Now, you see almost every week how countries like South 

Korea and China are trying to buy or to rent land in the 

countries of the South. It is completely counter-productive, 

it is precisely not optimising land use in their own domains, 

but really pursuing non-optimal and non-sustainable land 

use in other countries. That is why it is so important that 

we start to think very quickly about globalised and sustai­

nable land use. We already know that the agricultural sys­

tem is approaching exhaustion and collapse. So the first 

big benefit of our proposal clearly is a more stable basis 

for food production. But the second is this: if we try to solve 

the equation that humanity wants to protect the climate, it 

wants to provide enough energy for everybody and wants 

of course to feed the world, then this can only be done with 

a completely new way of dealing with biomass. A lot of bio-

energy has to be produced. If we can achieve that, and we 

have carbon capture and sequestration, we can do the job. 

What is the alternative if we fail? I can think of only two al­

people who lived elsewhere. 15 Since they 
did not know about one another and were 
aware only of their own worlds, they were 
satisfied. 16 In the course of time, people 
began to travel to neighboring countries 
and heard that things were again different 
behind the next mountain or on the other 
shore of the body of water. 17 Since people 
were very curious and wanted to explore 
everything, a wave of migration set in.  
18 They overcame great distances with cars, 
ships, and airplanes, and traveled to the  
remotest corners of the earth. 19 They re-
mained there for a few days or weeks and 
then returned, only to visit other new places 
thereafter. 20 On their journeys, they rea-
lized that other people used objects which 

they had never seen before. 21 And pre
pared foods in ways that were unknown  
to them. 22 And so each time they visited a 
foreign place, they took something back 
home with them. 23 A great jumble ensued, 
because everything was mixed and they no 
longer knew which object belonged to which 
place. 24 It also came to pass that when  
people took something home from another 
place, they did not always give something 
back. 25 Or they took so much that there 
wasn’t enough left over for those who lived 
there. 26 People became envious of what 
others had, and this spawned greed for  
power. They began to rob one another and 
to drive others from their own land. 27 The 
differences became so significant that many 

people starved while others produced so 
much excess that great quantities of waste 
were created. 28 A distinction was now 
made between poverty and wealth, because 
people were aware of how others differed 
and strove to imitate lifestyles even if they 
were unattainable. 29 Initially, goods were 
transported by animals, then by ships, 
trucks, trains, and airplanes. 30 Ever new 
methods of transportation were invented, 
and ultimately, it was no longer a problem 
for anyone to move goods from one location 
to another. 31 What originally was available 
only to rich people became accessible to 
everyone and eventually, nothing was the 
privilege of a chosen few. 32 The struggle for 
predominance became ridiculous because 

Alex Kirby: The Copenhagen con
ference in March was about climate 
science. But the presentation you 
both made focused on land use, not 
climate, and on national sovereignty, 
not science. Why? You say “may be”. You were a little 

bit more certain in your presentati-
on, weren’t you?

In Copenhagen, one of your Power-
Points drew on some work by a col-
league of yours, who identified two 
key areas for this earmarking of 
land for food production – in North 
America and Western Europe. Now 
the Americans may perhaps not see 
things quite in the way you do. And 
perhaps the British, the Germans 
and French won’t see things your 
way either. You say this is one pos-
sible solution. How possible is the 
future without this solution?

A proper sensible use of global land 
is the only way through the dilemma 
we face through climate change and 
growing population, you would say?

And that means in effect what you 
suggested in your paper in Copen-
hagen. It means global commons; it 
means countries setting aside part 
of their territories to meet global 
land-use needs.

it was no longer possible for anyone to  
lay an exclusive claim to anything. 33 The  
gap between the classes disappeared.  
34 Beaches were excavated and recreated 
on everyone’s land. 35 Enormous amounts 
of water were transported, houses and 
mountains moved. 36 The individual land 
masses were cut into pieces and distributed 
equally across the planet. 37 Every unique 
artifact was reproduced or divided into so 
many fractions that everyone could have a 
piece of it. 38 In the course of time, every 
part of the world looked the same. 39 Then 
– as the last measure – the sun was divided 
into six equal parts so that the same amount 
of light was available everywhere around 
the globe. 40 The last places of darkness are 
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vilisation, at a very high level, and still decarbonise. And 

here again, I can only see a chance of success if a much, 

much better way of global land use is developed. 

One way of going 

back to the dark ages 

would be that we 

continue with business-as-usual and then of course, you 

will not only have population going up to eight, nine or ten 

billion people, overexploitation of natural resources, and 

severe climate impacts, but involuntary decline at the 

same time – because we have enough fossil fuels to dest­

roy the world, but not enough to survive that destroyed 

world. If we had plenty of oil for example, cheap oil, we 

could do almost everything with it. We could shield oursel­

ves against sunlight, or could turn on the air conditioning 

everywhere, and so on. The problem is we do not have 

enough fossil fuels to survive the impacts of using  

fossil fuels. That is our dilemma. We should use the  

fossil fuels that are left to create a world in which we don’t 

need them.

I am getting more and 

more sceptical, I have 

to say. In a sense, be­

coming the father of 

a child these days is a fairly irrational thing. But on the 

other hand, what is life all about? It is the irrationalities 

that really count, whether it is love, or being the father of a 

child, or whatever it is. Beauty? It is nothing that can be 

measured in a rational way. So I would turn it around. I think 

the chances for children born today or over the next few 

years of living in a sustainable world at a very high level of 

overall cultural supply and services – where nature in a 

sense has been stabilised again – are very slim. But, as I 

said, we can turn it around. We can say, since we have the­

se children, we simply need to make it happen, we have no 

alternative. I would say the smaller the chance that such a 

catastrophe can be avoided, the more we have to work. 

Precisely.

You’re right, it has so 

many ramifications 

and implications 

when you start to 

think about it. It con­

cerns hundreds of billions of euro, dollars or pounds in 

subsidies for unsustainable and inefficient farm practices 

and deals and trade in agricultural products. The overall 

idea of national autarky in food production is completely 

flawed, I think. On the one hand we idolise the globalisation 

of the world. At the same time we think each country should 

be able to feed its own people. This makes little sense in a 

world ruled by free-floating capital. What I simply ask is 

that we come to a grown-up attitude towards global agri­

culture. That means it has to be efficient, so you have to 

remove the subsidies. And it has to be effective, so you 

have to transcend national boundaries. Only in a fully glo­

balised and unsubsidised world could we achieve what we 

need to achieve, feeding nine billion people a decent diet.

We should do every­

thing to keep our le­

vel of civilisation so 

of course we need 

energy and all other 

types of environmental services. I hope we will not go back 

to the dark ages. This is the worst-case scenario, nine billi­

on people in a world where civilization has been reduced to 

a bare minimum. Unfortunately that has happened many 

times before, because the same type of dynamic always 

evolves. First we have an expansion of new technologies or 

practices which is accompanied by two things, rapid popu­

lation growth, and over-exploitation of natural resources. 

Once nature or the resources strike back, and you have a 

decline in your production, you are stuck simultaneously 

with an extremely over-sized population. We have to do 

everything to avoid that – and this time it is happening at 

the global scale. We cannot move elsewhere, as people did 

in France in the 18th century, or in Ireland after the potato 

blight. There is nowhere to go: that is the problem. I want to 

rule out, if I have any influence, a world which is decarboni­

sing through collapse. We should have a higher form of ci­

learn. The first is that our work shows how huge the  

challenge is that we face. There is climate change, there is  

population growth, the estimates of nine billion people  

by mid-century, and then all those other ecosystem degra­

dations which threaten agricultural productivity. In my 

opinion, this could make the delegates realise that now  

is the time to get beyond national, maybe even personal 

interests, and think as a global community. And that is my  

second point. This way of seeing the earth means no longer 

looking at national boundaries, but asking what is best for 

the planet. That gives you the global perspective we need 

to tackle the challenges we face. 

That’s why I work 

here and put all my 

efforts into bringing 

about the changes that are needed. I agree with Professor 

Schellnhuber. I am myself sceptical about the future I will 

live through. But I also agree with him that, because I am 

so sceptical, it makes me put more effort into bringing 

about the changes we need to avert the worst outcome. 

Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research

http://www.pik-potsdam.de/

I think they will not 

consider land use in 

the sense we have 

just discussed it. But the issue will come up. There have 

been new measurements on the sinking water level in In­

dia, for example. The Green Revolution business-as-usual 

type of agriculture is just not sustainable, it is absolutely 

clear. India will run out of water (I am not even talking about 

global warming, which will exacerbate the situation). Very 

simply, current practice is not sustainable. So land use will 

come up, it will strike back and will enter the negotiations. 

The first important step in Copenhagen, I would say, is that 

we need an international agreement on the two degrees 

Celsius target. We have a Framework Convention on Clima­

te Change which was signed in 1992 in Rio, but we have not 

even defined what dangerous climate change is. It is a very 

sad joke. The second step is that we need an agreement 

that accounts for our latest research finding: we have a fi­

nite budget of CO2 emissions left if we want to stick with 

the two degrees line. It comprises about 700 billion tonnes 

of CO2 up till 2050, and we have to divide it somewhere and 

somehow among the nations of the world. I do not expect a 

deal will be sealed in Copenhagen, but at least it should 

become clear that we have to take a budgeting approach to 

climate protection. And then I hope Copenhagen is the first 

in a series of big conferences on climate protection. The 

worst-case scenario would be for it to be the last climate 

conference – because the whole system would then fail 

and collapse. So the best outcome of Copenhagen would 

be for it just to keep the door open. 

Maybe we shall have 

to think even more 

unthinkable things in the future. The problem is that we 

shall have to have a lot of intellectual stamina to keep on 

thinking the unthinkable for the next decade. That is quite 

a challenge. 

Veronika Huber: I can 

think of two things 

the delegates could 

now underground. 41 The night no longer 
exists. 42 The transition from chaotic owner
ship to order was an infinitely long process 
of dissolution and redistribution of all desi-
rable and undesirable substances to the  
effect that in the end, everyone had the 
same amount of everything. 43 The earth has 
become a tranquil place. 44 Every human 
being has a personal piece of property 
which is absolutely identical to all other 
pieces of property. 45 And all the people 
can be absolutely certain that there is not-
hing left anywhere that they do not already 
own. 46 Because everything that was distri-
butable has been equitably distributed.

The earth as such has been thoroughly ex-
plored and is now a finished project. It con-
sists of small units and each world citizen is 
concerned with tilling the land, continuing 
production, and maintaining communicati-
on so that the average standard of living can 
be sustained. At this juncture, the people of 
the world do not share the same belief or a 
single culture. Instead, they are multicultu-
ral in the sense that everyone believes in 
everything rather than focusing on one 
thing. They all speak a bit of each language 
and have equal amounts of knowledge and 
ignorance.

You suggest that a global division of 
land use is likely also to mean the 
end of agricultural protectionism. 
So you are taking on, aren’t you, the 
farmers, the growers, the agricultu-
ral industries of the developed 
world?

You rule out a de-industrialised 
world, you have grave doubts about 
geo-engineering. I think you are say-
ing that your “thinking the unthin-
kable” about land management is 
the way we have to think?

Has anyone done any work to say 
what the possibilities are of that re-
turn to the dark ages you speak of? 

And for it to get us all to start thin-
king the unthinkable?

Ms. Huber, what do you hope the  
Copenhagen delegates will make of 
your work?

You are going to be around to enjoy 
the world for a long time. You have 
got a big stake in it.

What do you hope the delegates to 
COP-15 in Copenhagen will do with 
your research?

You are the father of a young child. 
If you look towards the end of  
the century, what do you think the 
chances are of avoiding those dark 
ages? 

The more we have to think the 
unthinkable? 
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years. Other bio-sequestration also can play a big role in 

reducing our excess CO2 emissions. This means stopping 

our excess deforestation and expanding our planting of 

new forests. There are other fast-action strategies as well 

that can reduce non-CO2 climate forcers – black carbon 

soot, tropospheric ozone, hydrofluorocarbons, and me­

thane – that can buy us perhaps 40 years of climate delay. 

Think of it as a relay race. These are strategies that do not 

involve carbon dioxide, so you’re not fighting the fossil fuel 

industry, which has successfully stalled action on climate 

change for three decades. 

But John and Veronika are more specific on what  

we have to do in the future. We’re going to have to rethink 

governance. They go right to the heart of it by saying that 

we have to manage the land for global survival. We shouldn’t 

think of that as something radical, but as something that’s 

rational and sane. We need to make a start and strengthen 

as our confidence grows: we do have an unlimited ability  

to innovate, not only with technology but also with gover­

nance. We have to find a way to better harness the opti­

mism of the human species. I think it’s possible to do it. 

But it’s going to be a close race and we’re behind at the 

moment: the climate feedbacks are getting worse. What 

we need is, as the authors say, a more powerful and more 

dynamic system of governance at all levels, from local to 

national, from regional to global.

Institute for Governance and Sustainable Development

http://www.igsd.org/

Durwood J. Zaelke: John Schellnhuber is one of the true 

geniuses of climate change work, and anything he says  

has to be taken seriously. Climate change will be solved by 

looking at the world as a whole: what’s original here is to 

say we’ve got to go to the land-use level, which has tradi­

tionally been dealt with locally. This is a unique proposal. 

There’s an analogy between what’s being proposed here 

and the way we talk of managing the world’s forests. We in 

the North have had no compunction in saying that the 

Amazon must be managed for the global good. What the 

authors are saying is that what’s sauce for the goose is 

also sauce for the gander. So we shouldn’t be surprised 

that they say we have to look at land governance in this 

way. I may be a little more optimistic than John and  

Veronika, because as we move to more control over land 

use we have other strategies that can slow down climate 

change and help us to move to carbon-neutral and ulti­

mately carbon-negative societies. It is perhaps best to 

think of a sequence of solutions, to give us time, to provide 

us with mitigation in the short term, mid-term and long-

term. We need to start, gain experience and the confidence 

that comes with experience, then strengthen and accele­

rate our efforts. 

Scientists say that cutting carbon dioxide emissions, 

while it’s essential, will not lead to cooling for a thousand 

years. But there are strategies that can help us on a fairly 

short timescale. One involves the use of biochar, charcoal 

produced from biomass with the potential to be a powerful 

tool in the fight against climate change. It offers an alter­

native to burning agricultural waste, allowing carbon that 

would otherwise have been emitted through combustion 

to be sequestered in soil for hundreds to thousands of  

Racing to buy time 
for the earth
Durwood J. Zaelke is the President and founder of the Insti
tute for Governance and Sustainable Development (IGSD) 
and serves as the Director of the INECE (International  
Network for Environmental Compliance and Enforcement) 
Secretariat. His research focuses on the resolution of trade 
and environmental conflicts, implementation and enforce-
ment of international environmental laws, and growth of  
public interest movements in developing countries. 

The earth has become a tranquil place. Every human being has a personal piece of property which is absolutely identical to all other pieces of property. 
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	 Arctic region
23	 44.93 m x 44.93 m  
	 Antarctic region
24	 14.21 m x 14.21 m  
	 floating ice of the Antarctic region
25	 6.35 m x 6.35 m  
	 rocks of the Antarctic region
26	 47 m x 47 m 
	 unspoiled ocean
27	 148.64 m x 148.64 m 
	 ocean affected by fishery and shipping
28	 235.02 m x 235.02 m  
	 Ocean
29	 12.59 m x 12.59 m  
	 lakes

The new world is well organized. It has an 
orientation system that allows each indivi-
dual person and thus each individual terri-
tory to be located on the basis of a code. This 
system makes it possible to totally network 
all human beings. Communication – still a 
fundamental need – has become more in-
tensive because everyone can reach every 
other person from anywhere at any time. 
Since this accessibility applies to all people, 
no one is underprivileged or overprivileged. 
Loneliness as such has not become worse. 

The orientation system is based on a cube. 
The six sides of the cube each represent one 
sun.

Designations of the six suns:
H = Haky
L = Leso
V = Viro
R = Raxs
O = Ofga
U = Ulse

8	 roads
	 10.54 m, with a mere 4.44 m being  
	 passable for motor vehicles
9	 rail network
	 20.97 cm long
10	 49.2 m x 49.2 m  
	 nature reserve
11	 island 
	 36.11 m x 36.11 m
12	 48.02 m x 48.02 m 
	 subtropical deserts
13	 24.66 m x 24.66 m 
	 cold winter deserts
14	 5.14 m x 5.14 m 
	 cold, desert-like coastal areas

The orientation system is related to the six 
suns of the new solar system. It is based on a 
grid in which the earth becomes more and 
more clearly perceptible by zooming into 
detailed maps. Each person’s code includes 
the name of a sun – often, only the first letter 
is used – which defines the first map. The 
numerals after the name correspond to the 
X axis, the letter after that to the Y axis. The 
first combination refers to the next map 
identified with this code. And so, the steps 
repeat themselves with the next combina

1 : 3,000 scale of map 
One square corresponds to an area  
of 8 m x 8 m in reality. 

1	 48.5 m x 48.5 m  
	 farmland
2	 47.9 m x 47.9 m  
	 cultivation of grain and vegetable 
3	 20.6 m x 20.6 m  
	 artificially irrigated farmland 
4	 8.3 m x 8.3 m 
	 irrigated areas are excessively  
	 saline
5	 83.1 m x 83.1 m  
	 pasture
6	 38.75 m x 38.75 m  
	 damaged ground due to overgrazing
7	 24.58 m x 24.58 m 
	 urban area

15	 53.3 m x 53.3 m  
	 tropical rain forest
16	 44.66 m x 44.66 m  
	 coniferous forest
17	 25.8 m x 25.8 m  
	 temperate forest, 
18	 23.32 m x 23.32 m  
	 subtropical rain forest
19	 46.65 m x 46.65 m  
	 primary forest
20	 12.37 m x 12.37 m 
	 FSC certified
21	 4.46 m x 4.46 m 
	 lost forest each year
22	 24.76 m x 24.76 m 
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tion of numerals and letters until the indivi-
dual territory becomes visible on the last 
map. The North and South Poles have been 
abolished as orientation points. There is no 
up and down any longer.
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When you travel, don’t be too curious. The world’s 6,538,083,000 territories look all the same.
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I think the way we are 

headed if we fail to 

come to a significant 

agreement to reduce 

emissions of green­

house gases, which is always a possibility, then within a 

matter of less than a decade we will have to start thinking 

about much more draconian measures to solve the runaway 

greenhouse effect, because that’s what we will have to then 

solve, and the solutions that they’re proposing, or other 

solutions like geo-engineering, will then have to be con­

templated. At the moment they are still things that we can 

think about but are not necessarily things that we have to 

put in place now. We do have a window of opportunity of 

avoiding that.

Well, I’m not so sure 

the alternatives are 

that bleak right now. 

I do have faith that within the next few years we can agree 

on a sensible pathway for reducing greenhouse gas emissi­

ons which will actually keep within the 2C maximum which 

is considered to be dangerous. The authors think we’re not 

going to be able to meet that. If we are looking at a 3, 4, 5C 

world then we do have to think of very different solutions.

International Institute for Environment and Development

http://www.iied.org/

Saleemul Haq:	 It’s really out-of-the-box thinking … which 

is perhaps unlikely. On the other hand the climate change 

regime is the closest thing we do have to a supranational 

agreement to limit national sovereignty in favour of a global 

commons, namely the atmosphere, and if that can be used 

to get other things done as well, for people to think beyond 

their countries and think about humanity as a whole, then 

it’s not a bad thing.

I don’t think it’s prac­

ticable at all. It’s like 

many other utopian ideas – for example, we could certainly 

take care of poverty on the globe today if we had a more 

just economic system, or if we had open borders across all 

countries. That would take care of the problem. In fact 

they’ve been modelling results for a global economy that 

show that the best way to improve the situation for huma­

nity right now is to open all borders, and that would be done 

within a matter of a few years’ time. So that’s not utopian. 

No, I think the logic is 

very clear, that if we 

continue the way we are then these kinds of draconian so­

lutions may be the only ones that are left. Hopefully that 

will then impose more sensible short-term policies at the 

global level for us to ensure that these worst-case scena­

rios do not play out. And we can still do that if we have 

global action within the next few years. 

A 10-year window 
of opportunity
Saleemul Haq is senior fellow and head of the Climate Change 
Group at the International Institute for Environment and  
Development (IIED) and lead author of the chapter on Adap-
tation and Sustainable Development in the third assessment 
report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). He is also lead author of the chapter on Adaptation 
and Mitigation in the IPCC’s fourth assessment report. 

Alex Kirby: Is it feasible, do you 
think? Is it practicable? 

You say this is not practicable. So 
should we just disregard it?

Do you think what Schellnhuber and 
Huber are proposing here will be 
something we shall see on the agen-
da of a forthcoming conference of 
the parties to the UN Climate Con-
vention?

You call their proposals utopian. But 
when you look at the alternative, are 
they?

island protrudes from the water 32 m away 
from the mainland. The ice masses are  
located at the upper and lower borders to 
the neighboring territories.
Each territory is subdivided into different 
vegetation zones. Among other things, each 
person has one share of cold, swamp, flood, 
drought, beach, and alpine meadow. The 
weather is very variable and usually unpre-
dictable. It differs dramatically in the vari-
ous regions of the territory and because of 
the extremely short distances can change 
drastically and quickly. Since the territory 
is small but nonetheless has a share of 
everything, it has remarkable qualities.

The world’s 6,538,083,000 territories are all 
the same. From the moment of their birth, 
all human beings are entitled to their own 
personal territory. However, the members 
of the earth’s population do not own this 
territory, they are merely entitled to inhabit 
it with the consent of all others. All territo-
ries are provided with the existentially re-
quired raw materials and each individual 
person has the right to use one 6-billionth of 
the world’s production. Each territory has a 
surface area of 279.31 m x 279.31 m. Of which 
70.9% is water and 29.1% is land. The dry 
land is in the middle of the territory on a 
rectangle measuring 192 m x 104 m. A small 

1 : 1,190 scale of map

We all live for 68 years.  
In 2001, our average  
age was 64 years, and in  
1970 it was 56 years.
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It’s one way of ap­

proaching the prob­

lem. I would prefer to 

break it down a bit 

and try to look at the 

issues together. It’s 

not so much the global commons meaning allocating bits 

of the globe to do different things, which I think would be 

immensely difficult. I can see it would be far more difficult 

to create a global commons than it would be to go for the 

more modest ambitions which I think are necessary, that is 

to say a world environment organisation which tries to put 

all these things together, works out global rules, and to the 

extent that it’s possible establishes the responsibilities, 

because one of the things that’s very clear at Copenhagen 

is that the Industrial Revolution has in fact changed the 

character of the earth. Who is responsible for that? It was 

all unwitting, but nonetheless the industrial countries 

have a major responsibility. And when they look at other 

countries who want to do the same thing, they’ve got to 

pause a bit and think: do they want those other countries 

to do the same thing? Do they want to go on doing the same 

thing themselves? So we need a really radical look at the 

ways in which our economies work. And I add that I think in 

theoretical terms we also have to get away from the old 

and worn-out concepts of economic growth being always a 

good thing, measuring the health of a country by its gross 

national product or gross domestic product. We need so­

mething very different, and that was recently explored in 

an interesting book by Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen, 

the Report of the Commission on the Measurement of Eco­

nomic Performance and Social Progress, set up by Presi­

dent Sarkozy of France, where they’ve tried to work out 

new measuring devices. So you want new economics, a 

new way of looking at energy, new ways of co-operation, 

new acceptance by the industrialised countries of their 

major responsibilities, and the need to try and feed and 

look after this growing population, which must in the long 

if not in the short term be restrained.

http://www.crispintickell.com/
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Women ‘key to  
sustainable world’
Sir Crispin Tickell, a British environmental writer and acade-
mic, was the United Kingdom’s ambassador to Mexico and 
then its permanent representative to the UN, before beco-
ming Warden of Green College in the University of Oxford, 
where he now heads the Policy Foresight Programme of the 
James Martin 21st Century School.

every point. And for that reason I 

think that you need some global 

organisation which reflects the 

realities of power, which does in­

deed take a global view. And I 

know how difficult this is, but I’m 

sure it’s one of the outcomes 

which will follow not just Copen­

hagen, but the process of which 

Copenhagen is a part.

I would regard the 

agriculture problem 

very differently. One 

of the great problems of the world at the moment is that 

the industrial countries have introduced industrial me­

thods of agriculture which are doing grave damage to the 

environment. So you have to have a rethink of agriculture 

before you start allocating responsibilities to different 

countries. And when I say “rethink agriculture”, it means 

we’ve got to go back to more sensitive agriculture which 

takes account of the environment. You’ve probably got to 

go back to smaller-scale agriculture instead of industrial-

scale, and you’ve got to think of all the social consequen­

ces of putting more people on the land, not necessarily 

accelerating the rush to cities. There’s a huge range of is­

sues that are concerned with agriculture in which I think 

that the view taken so far is perhaps a little too simplistic.

I’m not quite sure 

what the phrase “glo­

bal commons” really 

means. Humans are an animal species that has been re­

markably successful over the last 10,000 years and since 

the Industrial Revolution has done a lot to damage the en­

vironment in which they live. So the human species has 

global responsibilities, because everything that happens 

in one place can affect things that can happen in another. 

And so if “global commons” means we have to take a global 

approach towards all these things, then I favour it. But I’m 

not certain what it really means in terms of the future of 

agriculture, and above all any attempts to restrain the 

growth of the human population, which in many ways is the 

most important environmental problem of all. I think that 

in the longer term, not necessarily for tomorrow, but  

certainly over the next 50 or 100 years, there is no more 

important problem than the proliferation of our species. If 

Crispin Tickell: I think sovereignty is being rethought all 

over the place at the moment, and it is something that is in 

many ways a catchphrase rather than a reality, even for the 

most important countries in the world. What I do think is 

that with all the problems of climate change, agriculture 

and resource depletion and the rest we need a new and 

powerful international organisation, and to do that I perso­

nally favour the idea of a world environment organisation, 

to be the partner of the World Trade Organisation, to work 

with it and to make certain that the environmental dimen­

sion comes into everything we do. And that means really 

acting as a kind of umbrella to the 200 or more existing 

environmental agreements, many of which overlap and 

many of which aren’t much good anyway. So I think the idea 

of a world environmental organisation is much to be com­

mended, and I think we need to take a global approach to 

the numerous problems, all interconnected, of the envi­

ronment which face us today.

It’s not nearly enough. 

It’s doing its best and 

I admire those who do it, but it really isn’t anything like 

enough. And when, as I hope, we reach agreements at Co­

penhagen or the successor conferences that will follow 

Copenhagen, we shall need something much tougher than 

anything that the Programme can do.

Some countries value 

sovereignty and they 

think they have it, but they don’t very often. I mean for ex­

ample the affairs of the United Kingdom, a relatively strong 

player in the world economy. We don’t have real sovereignty 

over our currency. We are at the mercy of the winds that 

blow. Even the United States, still the most important 

country in the world, which talks a lot of its sovereignty – 

there too, sovereignty is heavily qualified. It’s limited at 

Alex Kirby: And the UN Environ-
ment Programme, it’s not enough?

So when John Schellnhuber and Ve-
ronika Huber argue for a global 
commons system, is that in the same 
direction as your thinking?

Do you find a problem with the idea 
of the global commons, or does it  
apply in some areas of what we’re 
going to have to do?

Do you think sovereignty and the 
global commons are perhaps help
ful for us to think about, rather than 
simply thinking about climate 
change in terms of, for example, 
parts per million of carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere, or of permissible 
temperature rises? 

You said sovereignty is often a catch-
phrase. What do you mean by that?

we were caterpillars or blackbirds or some other form of 

organism we would be frightened by what is happening, 

and the degree to which we are increasing ourselves. But in 

fact, because it’s humans, we somehow take it as normal. 

It isn’t normal. Since the Industrial Revolution, which star­

ted some 250 years ago, we have been exploiting the re­

sources of the earth in an extraordinary fashion which no 

other species has probably done to the resources on which 

it depends. And as a result, as so often in history, that has 

led to a huge increase in the human population. That incre­

ase still continues. So you get all these things mixed up 

together. It is population, resource depletion, climate 

change, changing the character of the oceans, changing 

the character of the world on which we depend. 

I think population increase is out of control at the mo­

ment, but we need seriously to consider what’s to be done 

about it. People say you can’t interfere, the Pope wouldn’t 

like it, or people’s ideologies forbid looking sensibly at po­

pulation issues. I think that’s all wrong. There are four major 

factors which come into play when you consider how you’re 

going to restrain the development of the human popula­

tion. The first and most important is the status of women. 

Where women have equal status with men, where they can 

be educated in the same way as men, when they have the 

same legal rights as men, you usually find that everything 

is transformed. And that is something very different,  

because they thereby obtain control over their own bodies. 

The second big factor, which relates to the first, is equal 

facilities for education so that girls and boys are both  

educated in the same kind of way or at least to the same 

standards. The third element is care in old age. Where peo­

ple feel that they’re going to be looked after in old age, 

they’re not going to want to have grandchildren to look  

after them. And the last, of course, is availability of contra­

ceptive devices, and better understanding of how the body 

works, because a lot of issues of countries with a greatly 

increasing population is that most women just don’t know 

how the system works, why their bodies behave in the way 

they do. And so you really need education in a very profound 

sense of the word. Now if those four factors can come  

together you will find that population can ease off quite 

quickly, and there are illustrations of this actually happe­

ning. It’s not prosperity that drives population increase;  

it is much more the combination of the factors I’ve men­

tioned. So if you take a part of India like Uttar Pradesh you 

see there women don’t have the same status as men, and 

population is rapidly increasing as in parts of Africa. Take 

the Indian state of Kerala though, where women do have 

the same legal status as men, and there the population 

has plateaued if not actually levelled off. So we have to 

think about all these things together, and above all we  

have to recognise the over-riding importance of human 

population increase in looking at the problems of the 21st 

century. 

We mine 0.36 g of gold,  
3.1 g of silver and extract 
0.03 carats of diamonds 
every year.
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I think a global transformation will be needed, both of our 

industrial economies and of our use of the earth’s land sur­

face. But I have my doubts about such a radical political 

transformation as the authors are advocating. That is be­

cause our difficulty with managing commonly-held resour­

ces is a major reason why we have this climate change 

challenge in the first place. The atmosphere is one of the 

last global commons we have, and we’re polluting it with 

greenhouse gases, because we treat them as externalities. 

This makes me doubtful about the prospects of extending 

the idea of the commons. But the approach suggested by 

Schellnhuber and Huber will still be useful. We need to 

Business sense 
and common sense
Martin Parry is Visiting Professor at the Grantham Institute 
for Climate Change, Imperial College London. He was a co-
chair of the IPCC’s Working Group II on Impacts, Adaptation 
and Vulnerability and a lead author of all the IPCC’s reports. 

�Each year we spend 12 hours  
in prison, of which more than  
3 hours we are in custody.

–	� 994 particles of plastic rubbish are floa-
ting in our share of the ocean. 696 par-
ticles sink to the ocean floor, and 298 
are washed up onto the beaches.

–	� On our plot of land, 1.27 g of radio-active 
waste is placed in permanent storage 
each year. In the case of a leak, this 
would be enough to give us lung cancer.

–	� 3 times a year, we allow ourselves a 
meal at McDonald’s.

–	� During 10 years we won’t be feeling at 
our physical best. For 146 days we suffer 
from diarrhea due to insufficient latri-
nes and water supply.

channel these transformations 

through a commercial and market 

mechanism where they will make 

both business sense and common 

sense. To give one example, it would make good business 

sense if you had large areas where bio-sequestration could 

occur – a very big desert area, for instance, which is not 

currently used and could be irrigated by de-salinated water 

to grow eucalyptus, both to sequester carbon and to trans­

form the desert climate. You could do that by making it 

commercially worthwhile, something that made business 

sense and was not dependent on global goodwill. 

Grantham Institute for Climate Change

http://www3.imperial.ac.uk/climatechange

–	� For 36.4 years, we feed ourselves pri-
marily from seafood, with a third of fish 
being caught illegally. 

–	� Of the 21.63 kg of fish that we consume 
each year, 4.56 kg are frozen, 2.9 kg are 
preserved in other ways, 2.6 kg are can-
ned, and 6.42 kg are processed into 
meal or oil. 

–	 We drink coffee once every 60 days.
–	� On 47 days of the year, we suffer  

from hunger. On 56 days we are over-
weight.

–	� For 10 years, 4 months and 22 days of 
our 33 years of our urban life, we have 

to make do with a slum as our living 
space.

–	 Once a year, we go to the cinema. 
–	 We live in a megacity for 3 years.
–	� During our urban life, we consume  

three quarters of the energy provided 
to us and produce four times more 
greenhouse gases than in rural areas.

–	� 60 years ago, our stay in the city was 
three times shorter than today. In the 
year 2025, it will span 41 years.

We are optimistic for  
60 years, 6 months and  
7 days. 

1 : 1,190 scale of map
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Oh yes, there is. I’m 

only saying I wish 

they didn’t stop there. 

I think they can be 

bolder than that. We 

all collectively use the biosphere together. How? We have 

to modify all the existing norms. We have to modify the 

usually troublesome idea of the nation state. If we want  

a global system, we cannot on the one hand insist on the 

nation state as a totally independent entity, and inter­

linkages among those that live in specific nation states as 

inevitable. We must think further and go to the logical con­

clusion. We now have the advances needed in technology 

to enable us to communicate instantly among ourselves 

anywhere on earth. Why don’t we think of a universal  

governance system? 

Well, those who feel 

they have vested in­

terests may think so. But then, thinking of getting rid of the 

feudal system must have felt really unthinkable at the 

time. Where is the feudal system now? I could continue 

with various other examples: that’s enough. 

Environmental Protection Authority of Ethiopia

http://www.epa.gov.et
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see one another as linked to­

gether in a fate we cannot avoid. 

Now in the name of free trade, 

goods travel everywhere. But that 

free trade does not enable people to travel everywhere. 

There is something wrong. We are not consistent. Free tra­

de I’m not objecting to, but to me the logical conclusion to 

the free movement of goods that are made by humans is 

also the free movement of humans. It’s only then that we 

can think of global commons. I have another objection to 

the proposal on global commons, that though very good is 

not going to solve all our problems. We have to make sure 

that agriculture is not destructive of the environment, and 

I don’t think that has been given enough attention. And 

agriculture can be made less destructive of the environ­

ment. By that I mean it can be made less eroding of the 

Tewolde Berhan Gebre Egziabher: I start by quibbling with 

semantics. It really is not unthinkable. It is thinkable: the 

human species has thought of and done more drastic 

things than that in the past, and therefore there is nothing 

to stop us together doing what they’re proposing. Having 

said that, I don’t mean to say I agree with everything they’re 

saying. To begin with, it is really not a question only of  

having a global commons. It also is more a question of 

changing our way of life. Let me be specific. The world has 

enough renewable energy potential, more than enough. We 

can switch over and stop polluting the atmosphere and we 

can then also really before thinking of the global commons 

soils, which is the most obvious, and less polluting of the 

soil, the water and the air, which is more far-reaching. And 

how do we do that? We now know enough of how eco­

systems work to maximise the production of the species 

that we want in agriculture. We know their ecological be­

haviour, we know the specificities of the environment whe­

re they live. Instead of simply treating the whole world as if 

it were uniform and then dosing it up with chemicals so as 

to maximise the chances for those species that we want, 

we can use agriculture to be suited for the specificities of 

the environment. Of the thousands of crop species that we 

depended on when we were less globalised a handful have 

now taken over, and the rest have been discarded more or 

less, and many of them are as good food as any of the 

handful of crops that we now have. Why don’t we go back to 

maximising the agricultural products that we use from the 

environment so that they’re suited to it, so that when we 

maximise their productivity in the specific areas we mini­

mise at the same time the negative impacts? Therefore the 

simple solution of having the global commons is I’m afraid 

as likely to cause difficulties as the simple solution of (the 

agronomist Dr. Norman) Borlaug was, to say that if you give 

nitrogen, potassium and phosphorus in large doses to all 

crops and douse them with lots of water you’ll feed the 

world. That does not work on a sustainable basis. And the­

refore whilst I support the intention behind the global 

commons idea, that we should all unite and use our earth 

to the best possible ends that we expect of each particular 

spot on it, I think it is over-simplistic as it is presented. If 

we are calling for a change let’s push for something that is 

consistent with the biosphere and will therefore stand a 

much better chance of enabling us to continue as a com­

ponent part of it. 

–	� Each person owns 62 brightly coloured 
lego blocks.

–	� As a man, we earn double a woman’s 
wage.

–	� For 12 years and just under 6 months, 
we have to manage on less than US 
dollars 1.00 a day.

–	� Shaken by the financial crisis, we have 
to make up a rescue package of US 
dollars 497 to ease the situation on our 
territory’s financial market. 

platform, our contact list will have  
120 friends.

–	� In the virtual 3D Google Earth world 
atlas, 30 percent of the satellite photo-
graphs of our plot of land are shown in 
a resolution that is sufficiently high for 
us to recognize ourselves in them.

–	� We own a television on every third day, 
and for a sixth of those days, we have a 
TV with a cable connection. We listen to 
the radio every two and half days.

–	� We read a daily newspaper on 28 days 

of the year, in other words, for about a 
month.

–	� For 43 years, 5 months and 2 weeks we 
can master reading and writing. For 
the rest of our life, we are illiterate.

–	� Global electricity production is suffici-
ent for 43 60-watt bulbs to burn for the 
whole year on each plot of land.

–	� We possess atomic weapons that have  
a total power of 6 to 12 tonnes of TNT – 
an explosive force that is sufficient to 
cause heavy damage to steel structures 

Good – but we 
should be bolder
Dr. Tewolde Berhan Gebre Egziabher, the general manager of 
the Environmental Protection Authority of Ethiopia, is his 
government’s senior environmental official. In 2000, he won 
the Right Livelihood Award (often referred to as the “Alter-
native Nobel Prize”) “for his exemplary work to safeguard 
biodiversity and the traditional rights of farmers and commu-
nities to their genetic resources.”

–	� During the 14 years, 11 months and  
15 days that we have had access to the 
Internet, we burden the data highway 
of the World Wide Web with a daily 
150.64 MB. 

–	� As a result of the illegal downloading of 
copyright-protected recordings in MP3 
format, we cause damage that costs our 
domestic music industry US dollars 
48.25 annually. 

–	� If we sign up for a user profile on Face-
book, the well-known social networking 

–	� We only have access to sanitation for  
38 years and 9 months.

–	� For the 10 years when we don’t feel at 
our physical best, we have a 1 in 50 
chance of a hospital bed.

–	� On every 33rd day, we have access to a 
delivery van or truck.

–	� The roads in our territory extend for a 
maximum of 10.54 metres.

–	� A mobile telephone is available to us 
for half of our life. 8 years ago, it would 
have been only a sixth of our life.

Almost two years we Live as 
migrants on another plot  
of land. We are refugees for 
more than 50 days.

In near-Earth space,  
there are 0.917 g of space 
junk floating about  
above our plot of land.  
If this was massed  
together as a small  
granule to burn up in the 
Earth’s atmosphere,  
it would have the same 
brightness as Venus. 

The consequences of climate 
change cost us an annual  
US dollars 16.37.

Alex Kirby: Do you think there is 
some practical value in the authors’ 
suggestion, if not in terms of apply-
ing the global commons idea but  
in seeing that we all sink or swim  
together?

That is unthinkable, perhaps?

�Every third meal we have to 
prepare over a wood fire.

within a 100 metre radius and burst our 
eardrums no matter how far away from 
the point of detonation we are on our 
plot of land.

–	� During the week, we smoke two ciga-
rettes per day, and three and a half at 
weekends.
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With the share of resources  
and commodities allocated to you, 
how would you manage your  
Neotopian plot?

Everything has been distributed: all natural 
and man-made resources. Now, we can see 
what we possess: some lego blocks, a lot of 
hunger, a smidgen of coffee, and a news
paper once in a while. “Neotopia” is over, 
and thus we have arrived at the beginning. 
Because now, after the tangible things, dis-
tribution would continue with the immate-
rial ones: beauty, talent, ignorance, charac-
ter, friendliness, and love. But what would 
prevail in this next world if we were to take 
the concept of just distribution a step 
further? Would there be more good or more 
evil in each and every one of us?

1 : 2,380 scale of map

1 : 1,190 scale of map


