0 INSPIRED ACTIONS THAT IAAD:
AVS. NOW WE'RE BEING TESTED AGAIN.

@ BY CHARLES C. MANN

THE SCARY PREDICTIONS OF 197
INMANY WAY

LET ME DATE MYSELF right away by saying that I explained to an aydje
attended a demonstration on the first Earth Day, in

1970. The mood, as I recall it, was both joyous and

solemn. Joyous because we were collectively cele- | to Stanford big]
brating, for the first time in U.S. history, the natural

world around us. Solemn because

t prediction was overly
the podium were issuing dire [

.1..'5 : . |
tne voices from | honpe _ .
b “W published for Earth Day,

rophecies about the | Ehyli

| ot riich Proposed t oy .
fate awaiting that natural world. ' left to chanee hatfﬂt' planet had only two years
: 5 : 1 T M Adladllge Cotlireea Yetfora all «.
Such warnings were heard ever ywhere then save it] will %e fomqC iUl ther efforts [to
The Nobel Prize-winning biochemist George Wald | Earth ' tile” To O Optimistic still, believed
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Nigena, | .
Jordan), and L
pandemic that

vest of t!

began in Asia Was gxploding tlh
Lo world; it would kill a million peopie

HE WORLD TURNED OUT QUITE DIFFERENTLY
FROM THE DIRE FORECASTS OF 1370,
WHICH FORESAW A RUINOUS DECLINE
FOR HUMANKIND AFTER THE PLANET
HAD BEEN STRIPPED OF TS RESOURGES.

Environmental trends were, if anything, worse.

London to Los Angeles, Boston to Bombay (now
choked with waste. Most of the planet’s great rive

the Tiber, the Mississippi—were undrinkable.

Harbors from
Mumbay), were

rS“"the I)a_]'_'n_]l-_)e:I
Leaded gasoline

reaching Earth by one-half.”
By the first Earth Day, a recently founded internati
tion, the Club of Rome, was already working on what
a stunningly influential book: The Limits to Growt
1972. The Limits team created a computer model of the world th
used it to project future demand for resources such as coal ir:rrll
natural gas, and aluminum. In graph after graph, the book d,epict;
a race to a peak of production, followed by a ruinous decline g¢
the planet is stripped bare. To avoid ruin, the team emphasized
humankind’s lurching course forward “must stop soon.” :

onal Organiza-
Would- beCOme

h, published iy
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GLUBAL GANg

People have More
food to eat

Food production has ot
population Jdrowth thanl?j
to the expanded use qf
nitrogen fertilizers INCreaseq
irrigation, and higher-yie\qu
seed varieties. «

Ced

2,853
calories

2017

Daily
calories
' available

j|<;,»é,‘| per person

improvements in sanitation,
~utrition, and health have

steadily lengthened life :
expectancy all over-thre world.
\VVaccines and antibiotics
have reduced deaths from

infection and disease.

724
years.

Fewer women are
dying in childbirth
Maternal deaths are much
rarer today, including in SOM®
regions of Asia that have s€€"
3 00 percent drop since 2000

Clobally, improvements caf
be attributed to better healt!

care, hygiene, and nutrition:
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DATA SHEET

rhat didn’t happen. The world turned oyt g
dictions.__aml, N many ways, better. Than
Prea 1ces, political and economic reformg. an
ad;’rage human physical well-being has, by al
ia;P roved since 1970. Nowadays, according to the Uny

utof nine people worldwide is undernourished. even though
our numbers have more than doubled in the past 50 years. The

chance thata child will be hungry in our era is lower than it has
heen in recorded history, and as relief efforts have Improved,
nmine deaths, once common, have'become Increasingly rare.
Hundreds of millions of people are still underfed, but it's Import-

ant to recognize wi at I_las been accomplished.) Partly because of
petter health and nutrition, average global life expectancy has risen
by more than 13 yea 's since the first Earth Day, with most of the
ncrease occurring in low-income places. All the while, incomes
have been rising and pollution levels falling—almost, but not

quite, everywhere. Billions of people now belong to something
that resembles the middle class.

Meanwhile, resources such as steel and aluminum are far from
nunning out, and generally cost the same or less. In the history of

our species, nothing like this gush of good fortune has occurred

before. It is the signal accomplishment of the postwar generation
and its predecessor.

Even the political situation has improved, despite the polariza-
tion besetting North America and Europe today. Every research

project tracking global political violence shows that it has been
falling precipitously; the civil wars in the headlines—Syria, Yemen,
and Afghanistan—are ghastly but exceptional. There are many
more democracies and partial democracies now than in 1970, and
they are working, however unsteadily, to improve their citizens’
lives. At the time of the first Earth Day, fewer than one in five
people in South Asia had electricity; today the figure is more
than nine out of 10. Similarly, the proportion of people in Latin
America and the Caribbean with electrical power has risen from

less than 50 percent to almost 100 percent.

These improvements have not occurred evenly or equitably:
Millions upon millions are not prosperous, and millions more
e falling behind, Some places, notably in India and China, are
becoming more polluted, not less. But on a global level—the level
Ofﬂ?e hearly eight billion souls currently inhabiting our planet—
;he Increase in well-being is indisputable. The factory worker in
aennsylvania and the farmer in Pakistan may be struggling and
gy, yet they are also, by the standards of the past, wealthy
and healthy
Ofg\?igains have been accompanied by loss'es, thc?ugh. The Ii§t
b ks, ‘onmental problems is different than it was in 1970, but it
Oceal:llay-b? more formidable. Biodiversity loss, aquifer drainage,
chan :Cldlﬁcation, soil degradation, and, big_g.est of all, climate
b Onge l'"'"WhO can loo!< at this list without quailing? :
ople esSOn of the f§11ed predictions of the f{rst.Eartp Day is that
ffi‘_“f‘ Solve environmental problems—if, like air and water
| 91ca1 - they have immediate, tangible effects on humans
S oo Welfare___ But the problems we face today are much more

t]jekrgl and abstract, if no less serious. They are not, for the most
__ be , crw}]lat we have faced before. Nobody kqows wheFl1§r thqy

ffﬁﬁumac ed. And another lesson of those failed predictions is
- Bsareterrible at foreseeing the future. O
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‘soca' Mann js the author of_ 1491, 1493, and The Wizard and the Prophet.
corr €Spondent for the Atlantic, Wired, and Science.
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OPTIMIST'S GUIDE

We're spending more
time in the classroom

Wide gains in education
came from greater public and
private investment, as well as
an increased appreciation of
its benefits. In many regions
the gender gap in learning
has been nearly eradicated.

Average

. years of
1950 schooling

We have better access
to clean water

Investments in piped water,
public taps, and wells have
Increased urban and rural
access to clean drinking water.
Better sanitation also helps
fight life-threatening fecal
contamination of water.

89.8 !
percent '

S

Proportion of
. Population
using improved*

1990 drinking water

| More people
| have electricity

The share of the world's
Population with access to

electricity has grown as more
People have settled in cities.

| Off-grid technologies such as

solar energy help wire poor,
hard-to-reach rural areas.

889 !
percent !

7

Proportion of
Population with

993  accessto electricity
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