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Cormac Cullinan (EnAct International and author of Wild Law) 

 

 

By asking ‘does Earth matter?’ we also need to ask 

what we mean by ‘Earth’ and there are two differing 

perspectives on this. 

 

The dominant idea is of Earth as a vast larder of 

resources for the exclusive benefit of humans; which we are able to exploit 

fully. This is the idea of ‘Earth as a spaceship’; being piloted through space 

where humans have a managerial position. We can thus figure out how Earth 

works in order to manage and control it better. However this is the 

‘anthropocentric’ or human centred approach and it is mechanistic. 

 

The alternative view - which has been dominant for most of human history - 

is one of Earth as a community of beings that interact with one another in 

mutually supporting relationships. Human beings are therefore just one 

aspect, or one expression, of Earth. 

 

This organic imagery is very different from the mechanistic approach. An 

anthropologist friend noted that in certain communities, people discuss 

issues for as long as it takes to resolve them. This is a constructive way to 

structure dialogue as no single way is the truth and it is recognised that 

people have different perspectives. 

 

The concept that humans endeavour to use this ‘machine’, so as to be 

beneficial to humans and increase their well-being, is reflected in our legal 

structure where only humans and companies are defined as legal ‘persons’. 

 

Most of the legal system operates on this basis of rights yet the rest of the 

planet fails to enjoy this protection. Previously slaves did not hold rights and 

the killing of a slave merely constituted ‘damage to property’. Thus, not 

recognising such rights opens the door for exploitation. 
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Furthermore, protection under international law is based on an idea of state 

sovereignty, apart from instances where transboundary harm may be 

caused. 

 

Two problems have arisen from the current legal system of seeing the Earth 

as a vast machine. 

 

1. Essentially, legal and political systems are based on the scientific 

systems of the time, which are now outmoded and known to be 

outmoded. The emergence of Gaia Law has demonstrated that the 

Earth behaves as a living organism that is capable of regulating itself 

so we’re therefore just a part of a living whole. 

2. The most telling evidence is that our current system is clearly not 

working. Data is overwhelmingly clear that we’re modifying our 

habitat, rapidly degrading the Earth and prejudicing our offspring. 

Climate change is one symptom of the problem. Yet the question is 

why we continue to dig ourselves into a hole. Consumerism is one 

answer. This is based on the belief that ‘more is better’; and the idea 

that the world works on the basis of competition, i.e. that it is a ‘dog 

eat dog’ world out there – an idea which is based on fear. Thus our 

economy is based on a belief that you can have indefinite growth in 

GDP and that GDP is a good indicator of well-being; but it’s not. 

 

We need to change the purpose of the entire regulatory system so that 

humans play a mutually supportive role rather than a dominant one. 

Mechanisms need to protect the whole. Rights for the environment should be 

recognised, and we must ignore GDP as a measure of well-being. 

 

Ecuador recently passed a Constitution recognising ‘rights for nature’, inter 

alia ‘the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, 

structure, functions and its processes in evolution’. This is very unique and 

totally correct. 
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There is also an initiative for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to be 

expanded to recognise Planetary Rights, again, attempting to deal 

successfully with these crises by seeing them from the perspective of the 

whole. 

 

 

Assoc. Prof Richard Calland (Director of the Democratic Governance 

and Rights Unit, UCT) 

 

I am not speaking from the perspective of a lawyer, 

but as a Faculty member of Cambridge University’s 

Programme for Sustainability Leadership. I have 

become deeply fascinated with the topic of climate 

change. Professor Bob Watson, a leading expert in 

climate change and a member of the IPCC, said that the most important 

thing is governance and I will try to justify this. 

 

Related to the question of ‘does Earth matter?’ is the question of why the 

Earth matters. The reason it matters is that it is of central importance to us, 

a view which clearly represents self-interest. 

 

Climate change presents urgency, scale and interconnectedness. We have to 

act fast and across all scales, with levels of collaboration at the international 

level that are unprecedented (at least since World War II). 

 

While climate change is a symptom, the cause is more complex. The 

population is rapidly increasing and will continue to increase from 6.8 billion 

(at present) to over 9 billion in 2050. 

 

This is clearly not only simply an environmental law problem and all lawyers 

must play their part. The response has to be multi dimensional. 
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It’s also a question of economics and political economy and there is a 

question of who gets what, when and how. How does the law respond to 

this? 

 

One idea is that we should extend rights to trees. While the website 

www.treeshaverightstoo.com certainly plays into my prejudices, concerns by 

environmentalists that we give rights only to corporations are not necessarily 

wrong. 

 

It is not legally or strategically helpful to think that this 

is about trees and not about humans. We must make it 

about humans in order to stop humans from degrading 

and destroying the Earth further. We need to create 

political solutions through political action, through 

concerted human demand for change. 

 

The law is a blunt instrument and we need to create the right balance of 

incentives and penalties for change. The changes in the world economy over 

the past six months create a big opportunity and challenge. The reality is 

that we’re now dealing with an Earth with very little growth. We have the 

opportunity today to create a new law, economy and political system. 

 

 

Dr Anthony Turton (Touchstone Resources Ltd) 

 

As a political scientist and coming from a political 

scientist perspective, politics is the exercise of 

power ending up in the codification of laws. One 

example is that Cecil John Rhodes, Jameson and 

Milner began a process of extraction and 

enrichment, which is now codified in our law. 

 

As a result, 80 per cent of South Africa’s waste stream does not fall under 
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waste legislation. This was because mining was so privileged and was seen 

as doing ‘what it had to do’. Thus mining waste is not defined as ‘waste’ but 

as a ‘resource’. We must clearly deal with legacy issues and cannot ignore 

these issues because they are ‘messy’.  

 

There is also criticism around the question of economic growth. However, we 

need stable economic growth otherwise we’ll simply disintegrate. 

 

In the 1980s communism collapsed. The view is that it disintegrated because 

they outgrew the natural sustainability of the system. But the same is 

happening around us. Capitalism is collapsing as we speak. We’re at a point 

in time where tomorrow will be fundamentally different from today. 

 

Having recently started a company, TouchStone Resources, we are finding 

out that there’s a whole undercurrent of corporate social entrepreneurship, 

which has now become socially and sustainably acceptable. 

 

South Africa has run into fundamental constraints with regard to human 

capacity, energy and water and we must rethink our notions of these. 

 

Think of the equation: Q x F = Y; where Q = 38 billion m³ (the amount of 

available water in South Africa) and Y = 65 m³ billion (our annual demand 

for water). The flux value needed is 1.7. So our demand for water is 70% 

higher than the system can handle. 

 

A major problem is that although water is a flux and infinitely recyclable, we 

manage it tody as a stock. 

 

We need science and technology and for people to change their behaviour.  
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Questions and Answers 

 

Questions 

 

- Charles Moitui said that when we talk of environmental issues, we realise 

that this is a global problem requiring global action. As man created the 

problem it must now be managed. While we’ve been looking at the 

international regimes dealing with climate change and pollution etc, the 

effectiveness of these depend on effective domestic implementation. 

However, different states have different priorities. The second question 

relates to the scientific manipulation of species by scientists. Animals don’t 

have rights. However, poor people need food. Scientists introduced GMOs 

in order to increase production to grow more food. Therefore, how can one 

reconcile animals having rights with genetic manipulation? The third 

question for Anthony relates to how we can have enhanced economic 

growth if this will lead to serious degradation of the environment.  

 

- A woman had a question around growth and humans and said that 

humans are arrogant in how we see ourselves. We need to take a more 

holistic view but also need to realise that most people take an 

anthropocentric view. We must start with incentives and penalties. We do 

have capitalism at the moment, and the question is how we can create the 

incentives to channel that into what is more environmentally sustainable. 

 

- A man said that he failed to see how we can continually grow GDP with 

finite resources but that how he also didn’t see how South Africa can 

afford to get by without growth.  

 

- Another woman said that how one tries to tackle the issue of affluence is 

linked to the question of equitable development and that these are 

concerned with human value. She also asked how one makes people 

aware of their dependence on Earth as this is slipping out of the 

perspective of the youth. How do we bring affluence, technology and 
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population development together in the mix?  

 

 

Responses 

 

Cormac Cullinan 

Regarding international law and domestic implementation, we need 

internationally accepted parameters. Taking the example of human rights – 

you have these by virtue of the fact that you’re a human being. This has 

enabled people to fight for issues and mobilise even if certain countries deny 

human rights. The effect of a declaration recognising the rights of nature 

would be mobilisation. 

 

Regarding GMOs, the evidence that GMOs increase human well being is 

pretty non-existent. The impacts on human health are not clear as the 

evidence provided by the companies producing GMOs is likely to be skewed. 

It’s also linked to ownership. There would be other ways to produce the 

desired results. For example, in India it was found that lentils plus rice was 

more effective than the ‘golden rice’ that was promised by companies. How 

we balance rights between humans, e.g. in courts, does not happen between 

humans and other species. However this could occur if you recognised the 

rights of the environment. 

 

Because the nature of Earth is integrated, we do need to look at it in this 

way even if we are anthropocentric. We need to be much smarter in order to 

meet our own needs while ensuring the continuity of the Earth. It is 

necessary to produce growth but we must do so in a way that does not 

increase the depletion of resources. 

 

Regarding the incentives of corporations, they are designed by law to be 

rapacious, in order to maximise profit to shareholders. We created this. 

However, we can redesign the rules. One example is the social benefit 

organisation in the UK, which is a hybrid between a charity and a company. 
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Increases in human well being, and not in economic development, should be 

achieved from less exploitation. 

 

Regarding values, the public has not yet been engaged and faith 

communities can come in here. The Pope, for instance, recently declared it 

the eighth deadly sin to pollute the Earth! 

 

Dr Anthony Turton 

Unless we get it right, it will happen and a social good needs to come out of 

this. While we’re already living in shock, we’re going to experience more 

shock, which will force us to rethink. Looking at contract theorists such as 

Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau we’ll probably come up with a new social 

contract. 

 

Regarding corporations, we won’t be living in a world where they’ll suddenly 

disappear. Evolution is based on cooperation and corporations are based on 

competition. The notion of cooperation is probably the best approach. One 

solution would be a new social contract. Some things are never spoken about 

such as the sulphur cycle whereby mining releases sulphur. This eventually 

becomes acid rain which in certain soil types lowers the pH of soil and 

mobilises certain minerals, ultimately impacting on biodiversity. There is a 

direct correlation between sulphur in the atmosphere and national food 

security. 

 

Part of the new social contract would be based on a trilogue between society, 

government and science. While scientists must be credible and do good 

quality science, they are powerless people. The social contract needs to be 

negotiated between the main actors and then codified. 
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Further questions 

 

 

- A question was raised related to recycling and how we can put the 

materials back where they belong.  

 

- John Cartwright referred to the medieval period in Europe and said that 

what is relevant here is that everything is linked and everything has its 

place. If you move things out of place, everything starts to fall apart. 

Humans as social beings have become fragmented. The notion of ‘post-

modernism’ is realising that we cannot survive.  

 

- Another woman said that there is consensus that we need to change. She 

asked how we get from ‘egosystem’ to ecosystem. She suggested that a 

future seminar could address applied African wisdom and other 

approaches to resilience. We associate development with economic 

development, but what about the spiritual? We need to find our role in 

nature.  

 

- Another woman asked how we can change at a regional level, and change 

the mentality of people.  

 

Responses 

 

 

Cormac Cullinan 

It comes down to how one society finds a niche in a way that feeds itself and 

that’s not harmful to you or broader society. He said that he likes the idea of 

a new social contract. This is missing between us and other communities 

within which we have evolved and must come out now. 

 

He agreed that the time we’re living in is abnormal. The idea that we’re 

separate from, and superior to, the planet is fallacious. 
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Regarding the issue of fear and what drives the system, Cormac believes 

that we mustn’t only look at change externally but also internally, within 

ourselves and our societies. We need a big new vision based on the idea that 

maximising humans’ well being is to maximise participation and intimacy 

with other members of the community. This is the route forward. This energy 

is more powerful than fear. We each have to find our own way. 

 

Assoc Prof Richard Calland 

Around the issue of activism, recycling and changing light bulbs makes very 

little actual difference, yet these actions are vital insofar as they change 

people’s mindsets and demands. For example, instead of buying avocado’s 

from Israel you could buy locally, or better yet, grow your own. A recent 

UNDP study that looked at human development in regard to the extent to 

which a state lives within its biodiversity means found that Cuba is the only 

state in the world that achieves this. 

 

Regarding capitalism, you need to reflect the good and the bad of capitalism. 

CEOs are not necessarily bad people and they didn’t set out to harm people 

although some were perhaps a bit greedy in their attempt to make money. 

 

 

Close 

 

 

Brenda said that the work at 90x2030 is mainly set at 

converting the unconverted. However, she can see that 

people here have shared values. Diversity is important and 

the huge challenge is to approach these issues in an 

inclusive way and not to exclude those who disagree with 

our paradigms etc. We need voices in new places. 
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Brenda Martin (MC) introduced the topic briefly, 

being the climate negotiations taking place in 

Copenhagen at the end of the year. The process 

started with the UNFCCC, which was adopted in 

1992 and was followed by the Kyoto Protocol, 

which entered into force in 2005. The effects of 

climate change will be felt   by all, but especially in Africa. 

 
Brenda introduced Harald Winkler who led the LTMS team, which produced 

the Long Term Mitigation Scenarios: Strategic options for South Africa 

document. He was also the lead author of the IPCC Working Group III and a 

member of the South African delegation to the UNFCCC. 

 
 
 
 
 

Assoc. Prof. Harald Winkler (Energy Research Centre, UCT) 

 

 

In terms of climate change and poverty, the 

impacts of climate change have the potential to 

undermine development efforts, especially 

because the capacity of poor people to adapt is 

lower. Developing countries need to address 

mitigation while also addressing the major 

problem of poverty, which is difficult. There are 

clear connections between mitigation and 

adaptation. 

 
The impacts of climate change in Africa are likely to be greatest if they co-

occur with other stresses. Food security is already stressful and this is 

exacerbated by climate change, e.g. changes in rainfall. This is reported by 

the IPCC Working Group II. A huge increase in arid and semi arid land is 

projected. 

 
As brief background to Copenhagen, the United Nations Framework 
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Convention on Climate Change (‘UNFCCC’) was adopted in 1992 and this was 

followed by the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted in 1997. Under the Kyoto 

Protocol, the next commitment period is to begin in 2013. 

 
The IPCC said in the Fourth Assessment Report (‘AR4’) that the science is 

‘unequivocal’. At the 2007 negotiations in Bali, the ‘Bali Roadmap’ was 

produced, which said that there’ll be an ‘agreed outcome’ in Copenhagen to 

address mitigation, adaptation, finance and technology. 

 
The ultimate objective of the UNFCCC is to stabilise greenhouse gas 

emissions so as to prevent dangerous climate change. However, this must 

not interfere with economic development proceeding sustainably. Article 4(7) 

of the UNFCCC states that the effective implementation of their obligations 

by developing countries depends on the extent to which developed countries 

have fulfilled their obligations. 

 
Little of substance has been agreed at the 

talks in Bonn. While there is a new tone 

from the U.S., they’re not ready and 

they’re not ready to put money on the 

table. Furthermore, the EU is not ready to 

talk seriously about finance and 

technology. There is a lack of leadership 

on all sides. 

 

Climate change cannot be solved without developing country participation. 

However, developing countries are not primarily responsible and insist that 

developed countries act first. However, the outcome of this cycle is that 

climate change will happen. Developing countries are the most vulnerable 

and so this argument of developing countries is not helpful. While 

industrialised countries are primarily responsible, everyone must take 

responsibility for the future. Developing countries have resisted any 

commitments for a long time. 

 
Some survival emissions are necessary, e.g. to keep warm as opposed to 
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‘luxury emissions’ such as flying overseas a lot. 

 
In India there is a huge gap between the very rich and the very poor. 

Therefore, countries cannot hide behind the poor. Furthermore, developing 

countries are not all the same, e.g. ‘newly industrialised countries’ (‘NICs’) 

such as Singapore are very different from ‘least developed countries’ 

(‘LDCs’). The question is when the richer developing countries will act. 

 
Developing countries do have a lot less capacity than developed countries 

and thus developed countries must still do more. 

 
In regard to the negotiations taking place at   

Copenhagen, they are about climate, not 

poverty. The LDCs don’t really have a voice. 

It’s about power, so the process is not really 

fair. Promoting access of the poor to 

(renewable) electricity may play a role, but 

it is not central. There seems to be a lack of 

unanimity within the G77 itself to agree on a 

better process, e.g. with regard to access to energy for the poor. 

 
In regard to ‘survival’ emissions, there is interesting Chinese research that 

has tried to quantify these. There are various questions such as who will pay 

for adaptation. There is a lot of negotiation around this, as well as around the 

question of at what income level people have the capacity to adapt. For 

example, Bangladesh does not have the resources to cope with the flooding 

that is coming its way. 

 
Copenhagen is not about the poor. It is the biggest deal about climate 

change. While it can help poverty, it cannot solve poverty. However, it could 

make a significant contribution to poverty eradication beyond anything that’s 

been done before. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



17 

 

Sarah Ward (Head of Energy and Climate Change: Environmental 

Resource Management Department; City of Cape Town; and author of 

The Energy Book and The New Energy Book) 

 

Harald’s level is much grander than what is 

being done at the city level. What can the 

climate negotiations do at the level of the City? 

 
South Africa is a high carbon emission country 

and thus has a larger purpose in terms of 

mitigation emissions. Even some cities are more 

responsible than others. More of the poor will 

become carbon emitters. However, we do not want to go down the road of 

developed countries that are high carbon emitters. In the past we did not 

have this knowledge of the impacts on the climate. 

 
South Africa’s Climate Change Response Strategy is now out for public 

comment. The first paragraph states that government will do what it can but 

not at the expense of development. However, development does not have to 

be high carbon. 

 
The climate talks will all boil down to implementation. We need projects on 

the ground to mitigate and we must establish low carbon economies. It’s 

largely up to cities. We are largely responsible for implementation. 

Government has a lot of opportunity to change the way things are being 

done. For low carbon economies to be established, serious support is needed 

from national government, and it is also necessary to get away from 

contradictions. For example, government says it will go the route of ‘required 

by science’, but it is introducing industrial plans that are in contravention of 

‘required by science’. 

 
Prof Richard Calland stated in a previous seminar that what is needed is 

‘governance, governance, governance’. We are only half formed in cities in 

the South. We’re growing rapidly. The City of Cape Town is likely to double in 

size in the next 14 years. Most African cities are urbanising at the highest 
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rate globally. All poor people will be living in places like Khayelitsha and 

Mitchell’s Plan, which are far removed from urban goods. 

 

With regard to how the climate change negotiations can contribute to cities’ 

development, every housing opportunity is delivered in Khayelitsha, 

Mitchell’s Plain or other remote areas. The price of housing within cities is too 

expensive, and therefore, cities can’t or won’t afford to spend that money on 

placing people where they should be placed. Poor people are thus 

condemned to high transport costs and low access to urban goods and are 

therefore, not being well serviced. 

 
There is a Clean Development Mechanism 

(CDM) opportunity that could arise from 

the climate change negotiations, which 

could lead to access to the finances 

required for better housing. The CDM is 

currently very intimidating and very few 

projects are being approved 

internationally.  

 

The Kuyasa housing project is a well known CDM project in Cape Town. The 

housing is essentially RDP housing with the inclusion of solar heaters, 

insulated ceilings and energy efficiency features. However, it took eight years 

to implement this. Government would not provide the money. Eventually the 

money was obtained from DEAT, from the Extended Public Works money. 

 

Another issue is that we’re still not at the stage where carbon can be traded. 

Structures at the city level are not yet set up. Furthermore, they won’t obtain 

the budget because this is not seen as being a big issue. Even if they do 

obtain the budget, they can’t get the carbon savings, because it is not seen 

as being real or tangible. 

 
There is also very restrictive local government legislation with regard to 

finance. This is good because it reduces corruption, but it also stops 
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privatisation and public-private partnerships are required. 
 

 

Adaptation is an issue that needs to 

be engaged with. South Africa is a 

fairly wealthy country and should 

be able to address these issues 

better than other poorer countries. 

However, South Africa has not even 

bothered to address its current 

resource constraints. Sustainable 

development levels are very low. 

This is a challenge to national and local government to address sustainable 

development more seriously. A shift away from the current trajectory 

requires serious support from national government. This should extend 

completely to sustainable development. This requires legislation that 

stipulates, for example, that no more incandescent bulbs will be sold in South 

Africa and that only energy efficient heaters may be sold. 

 
 
 

Leonie Joubert (freelance science journalist, columnist and author of 

Scorched: South Africa’s changing climate and Boiling Point: People 

in a changing climate) 

 
 

Vulnerable communities aren’t present at the 

climate negotiations, which are attended by 

their representatives. These negotiations 

mean nothing to poor, vulnerable people. 

People already experiencing multiple 

stressors have to endure further shocks from 

climate change. 

 
In Nieuwoudtville there are a number of farmers who farm wild rooibos and 

pay white farmers a percentage of the crops to farm on the land. In 2001 a 

group of rooibos farmers formed a cooperative and sold their rooibos 
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internationally (even though they produce very small quantities). They 

receive a premium because it’s fair trade. Rooibos tea is huge overseas so 

the farmers are getting a good price and are doing well financially, which 

allows them to afford real health care ‘luxuries’ such as a new set of 

dentures. One farmer, Hendrik, and his family were able to buy a second 

hand bakkie, trailer and tractor, which have made a big difference to their 

lives. 

 
The year 2007 saw the end of a very severe 

drought, which caused the spring next to 

their house to dry up. They are thus very 

vulnerable, and will become even more 

vulnerable when these conditions become 

more frequent and intense. This is despite 

them producing so few emissions. 

 
Scientists say that climatic envelopes will move pole-wards as conditions 

become warmer and drier. The quiver tree is moving down (south-wards) to 

rooibos country and rooibos is also moving south. Anything that happens in 

Copenhagen is not going to occur soon enough to have an impact on Hendrik 

and his family. 

 
People generally think about mitigation but more time should really be spent 

thinking about adaptation. Discussions regarding mitigation will take a long 

time to impact on poor, vulnerable people. People should take mitigation 

measures, but they should also think of who in their area is vulnerable to 

climate change and what makes them vulnerable. Small communities should 

start thinking about their regions. 

 
Cape Town represents a divide between the global north and south, with rich 

and poor people living so close together. Help must be provided to the 

vulnerable to adapt to the kinds of challenges they face today. 
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Questions and Answers 

 
 
Liz said that this is a brilliant discussion. 

She asked Leonie about the role of 

individuals in a microcosm. She asked 

Sarah what the vision is that we’re aiming 

for in terms of systemic change and 

governance. Liz said that people don’t 

aspire to long hair and sandals. In regard 

to the climate negotiations, she asked 

Harald whether people will really act 

altruistically. 

 
Jennifer said that you hear constantly that sub-Saharan Africa has been left 

out of the CDM, which she hopes will be strengthened at Copenhagen. She 

asked Sarah what the City is doing at the local level to unleash CDM 

potential. 

 
Another woman said that there seem to be a number of parallel crises. There 

are constant pressures that come with development and climate change is 

being overlaid on this. Development is continuing as usual and eroding the 

environment. She asked Harald who is pulling all the different trends 

together. The IPCC and Convention on Biodiversity are probably doing their 

bit. However, it is not clear that there is somebody pulling things together. 

 
 

Jenny said that she saw the project in Khayelitsha 

with the solar heating and asked Sarah why this 

can’t be legislated so that all houses are required to 

have solar heaters. 

 
 

David Lipschitz said that there are seven crises including health, water, food 

and climate. He said that he had met Hermann Scheer who is in the German 

government and introduced the feed-in tariffs in Germany. He said that the 
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CDM doesn’t work because of government involvement. 

He also referred to IRENA.org (International Renewable 

Energy Agency), which was started by Hermann. The 

problem in society is all the information and lack of 

action because everyone is waiting for government. 

 
In response to Liz, Leonie said that the only big societal change will have to 

come from government and businesses. She is doubtful about how much 

advocacy really works. However, if everyone is doing their bit, this should tip 

the scales. 

 
Sarah said that in Denmark people who produce wind energy have priority 

access to the grid. The wind energy market exploded because it made good 

business sense. We won’t get anywhere if government doesn’t do this sort of 

thing. 

 

In response to Liz, she said that the City of 

Cape Town is setting up to do something 

positive. It’s set up in its IDP, Energy for a 

Sustainable City. There are only eight strategic 

focus areas and this is the third focus area. It is 

therefore very important and a political 

committee has been set up. An executive 

management team has been established that 

deals exclusively with climate change. Cities are gathering this mandate to 

deal with climate change and energy issues. 

 

The City must be strategic in terms of vision. Energy security is of primary 

importance. However, they are dependent on Eskom. The second part of the 

vision is about following a low carbon growth path. Thus, Eskom must allow 

cities to localise energy supplies. Up until now, the responsibility of energy 

security lay with the environmental management department. However, last 

week it was said that an executive team must be responsible for this. Energy 

targets must now be set. 
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The legal department recently got involved because it is very interested in 

carbon trading. It is actually going to a carbon trading expo overseas. 

 
Sarah told Jennifer that these are the types of things that are being done. 

 

There’s a post for a carbon projects manager. There is also a carbon 

workgroup, made up of individuals from different departments including 

legal, finance and utilities, so they’re now working across departments. This 

is currently one of the most vibrant activities. 

 
In response to Liz, Harald said that people are not going to act altruistically. 

However, governments can be held responsible and this should not be 

underestimated. There is no enforcement, no world government and no 

strong compliance with regard to the Kyoto Protocol. This could be changed 

through incentives or money so a lot of discussion focuses on this. 

 
We mustn’t rely on changes being made 

internationally. Individuals have a lot of power. 

Advocacy is one aspect. However, consumers have a 

lot of power and politicians must feel the comeback if 

they make a bad decision with regard to climate 

change. However, they are not feeling anything at 

the moment. 

 
There is currently nothing pulling things together. There is a lot of focus on 

climate change and it’s possible to mobilise a lot of money. However, people 

mustn’t wait for an international group to pull things together. 

 

With regard to IRENA, it’s important that the policy context is renewable 

energy. If it is business-led, there needs to be a clear signal from 

government, which must set a very clear limit on carbon and must set a 

carbon price. The price mechanism can dramatically change behaviour in a 

way that advocacy cannot. 

 

Regarding legislation, Sarah said that the role of cities in international 
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negotiations is that cities must take up these issues with the national 

negotiating team. For instance, SALGA sits with the national team. With 

regard to the legislation that national government must introduce, national 

government has standards but it will take a long time to make them 

mandatory. Therefore, national government tells cities that they must go 

ahead in the meantime. There was an energy efficiency heating bylaw that 

was being introduced by the City. However, it experienced a hiccup. Thus, 

national government needs to drive this. 

 
 

Brenda closed. Thereafter Prof. Clifford Shearing (Director 

of Centre of Criminology) spoke and thanked the speakers 

and everyone for attending. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



25 

 

 

Contact 
 

 
 

African Security & Justice Elaine Atkins 
Programme (ASJP) elaine.atkins@uct.ac.za 

 +27 (0)21 650 4486 
 http://www.criminology.uct.ac.za 
  

Project 90x2030 Brenda Martin 
 bmartin@project90x2030.org.za 
 +27 (0)21 674 5094 
 http://www.90x2030.org.za 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This report was written and produced on behalf of the Centre of Criminology 

by Louise du Toit, Hin Wah Li and Tom Herbstein 

Photos taken by Hinwah Li and Suzall Timm 
 
 



 

 

2009 Environmental Security Seminar 

Series

 

"New Challenges, New Responses, 
Humanity? Are we discerning the early 

outlines of how we might be in the 

 

  

Chairperson:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 

 

Peter Willis (South African Director of University of Cambridge's 

Programme for Sustainability Leadership) 

 

In regard to ‘new challenges’, as humans 

we are used to challenges. But we are at a 

point where there is definitely something 

new coming. Under pressure from rapidly 

expanding human population, armed with 

technologies that mainly ignore the basic 

rules by which life on earth has evolved, 

most of the complex systems that have 

supported life are close to the point of crisis or collapse. Thus ecosystems are 

losing species diversity, we've exhausted soil fertility in many parts of the 

world thereby putting food security at risk especially in light of the increasing 

population, and we've altered the climate. Stocks of the two key resources - 

coal and oil - are starting to decline. At the same time, their contribution to 

climate change makes it imprudent to carry on extracting and burning them 

which makes it necessary to do away with these cheap energy crutches. This 

is the case on a global scale. Meanwhile our most powerful institutions and 

systems of governance, i.e. government, education systems and businesses 

are poorly equipped to respond to these systemic failures and the changes 

that will result from them. 

 

With regard to 'new responses', there is a possibility that we might respond 

differently to the way we've responded historically to tough challenges. First, 

we have an unusual amount of forewarning thanks to science and the 

relatively slow build-up of the processes involved. This is a huge advantage 

to us. Secondly, we communicate with one another globally and at high 

speed, which must affect our ability to respond to global crises. Third, our 

stock of knowledge is vast and is growing all the time, for example life 

science, technology, psychology and traditional sources of knowledge. So 

there are not many real mysteries. And we know a lot about our history and 

how we've responded to past crises. So there is this stock of knowledge to 
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draw on. Those challenges listed at the beginning lead us to 

inevitable mounting turbulence and lots of surprise and loss. 

 

In regard to 'new humanity' I'll start with two assumptions that I make. First, 

what we do in response to any challenge is shaped by how we are and what 

we value and what matters to us most. We cannot act any other way than 

that. We bring to our actions what we are and what we value. Thus, our state 

of being determines what we're able to, and choose to, do. My second 

assumption is that we know that the human spirit is capable of finding joy, 

satisfaction and meaning in even the most physically adverse conditions. 

Human history is full of amazing stories where this is the case. I would go so 

far as to wonder whether what matters to us as humans is our lived 

experience rather than the physical conditions we find ourselves in or the 

economy we are operating in, although these do matter. At the same time 

most of our attention is being given to what we should do to respond to the 

ecological and related crises, so it's all about changing our energy and carbon 

and how we will grow food. But is this all we can manage? With even just a 

little more exploration and discussion of the being dimension we might be 

able to do much more appropriate things and in turn have a much better 

experience of the times ahead. If we hold the hypothesis that consciousness 

may be evolving over time and is neither entirely random nor accidental then 

might we not have collectively cooked up this comprehensive crisis with the 

subconscious purpose to create an opportunity for a massive and accelerated 

transformation of our consciousness? 

 

With regard to the question of ‘are we discerning the early outlines of how 

we might be in the future’, I'm looking for signs of emergent human qualities 

and ways of being.  I'll give three examples of what I'm seeing as emergent 

qualities and ways of being. I think that globally altruism and philanthropy 

and the will to heal the world's ills are inexorably increasing. In Blessed 

Unrest Paul Hawken makes the point that the first time people took action on 

any scale to help people they didn't know or wouldn't meet was in the 1780s 

when the Quakers started meeting to discuss how to bring an end to slavery 
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and the slave trade. Before that time one helped one's own people - one's 

family, community and tribe. Today there are millions of people who care 

actively for people who are far from their own kin. There is a website Paul 

Hawken and his colleagues have set up called Wiserearth.org where they are 

collecting all the organisations that are working towards a sustainable future 

and social justice, which Paul Hawken puts at one-two million globally. This is 

finding accelerating voice and purpose. The pre-shock waves in time of 

what's about to happen - like the tsunami where animals evacuated the 

coastal belt before the tsunami arrived because they intuited this was about 

to happen – I think we know what's coming and people are responding.  

 

The second thing I’m noticing is the ‘transition towns movement’. It's a small 

but rapidly growing example of how ordinary people are grasping the big 

systemic challenges of what's bearing down on us. An example right here is 

Tony Davidson who is a convener of a movement in Newlands, which focuses 

on turning local communities into more resilient and pleasant places for 

people to live in, as the existing life support systems which are far flung and 

tenuous start to falter. They are acting in their own cause with no 

development agency of government and by doing so are building the human 

networks of relationship that have been proven to support life when the 

going gets tough. This is another clear sign that different values are starting 

to inspire different actions. 

 

Thirdly, I want to say something about values. There are two assumptions. 

One is that values change over time and across different cultures. Secondly, 

a society's dominant values are shaped by the physical and other conditions 

within which that society lives. For example, I grew up in Britain and my 

parents fought in the Second World War. Their and their generation's 

experience of living through the war was that it was unthinkable that you 

should promote your personal advancement and accumulation of wealth 

while the war still had to be fought. Thereafter, once peace returned, 

prosperity started to regenerate which was absolutely fine. But there isn't a 

war to fight. Similarly in this country, although I only arrived in 1993, it 
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would have been unthinkable to mainly black South Africans fighting against 

the apartheid regime to pursue their wealth generating agendas while the 

struggle was waiting to be completed. And more recently we have the 

example of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. My interpretation is that 

how people respond in an emergency depends on the pre-existence of 

coherent communities and on the presence of useful leadership. Bush' 

vacillation created a leadership vacuum partly filled by Wal-Mart. The CEO of 

Wal-Mart, Lee Scott, decided that because they had assets, trucks and 

warehouses and people close to the ground, that they had to do something. 

For Lee Scott this was a completely transformative moment which led him to 

decide that Wal-Mart must become a leader in the journey towards a 

sustainable economy and they're doing pretty well. 

 

A parting question is – what can we do now that may help us to cope as well 

as possible with the disruptions and losses that are sure to come? Indeed, 

what can we do that may help us turn those disruptions and losses into 

transformational stepping stones on our fundamental journey as individuals 

and as a species? 

 

 

Joseph Edozien (Executive Chair of SANE (SA New Economics 

Network) and technician in cybernetics) 

 

I don't disagree with much of what Peter 

has said. I'll cover the same ground from a 

slightly different angle. I'll talk about the 

'old challenges, the old responses and the 

old humanity: Are we discerning the early 

outlines of how we may have to return to 

our past?' 

 

In regard to ‘old challenges’, a very old challenge is the new challenge which 

we have to face - consumption growth. Even from the times when we were 
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foragers and hunter-gatherers you get better at getting shrubs and annuals 

and consumption grows, which leads to population pressure relative to 

consumption growth and the population pressure eventually causes resource 

depletion in the areas where we are. Essentially the problems we're facing 

today are the same we've faced since we were hunter-gatherers. 

 

In regard to ‘old responses’, one response to resource depletion is a 

spreading response. We go over the hill, over the dell. We spread until we 

have no more room to spread. We reach the frontiers, we cross the seas and 

build ships. One form of spreading is colonisation. One of the themes in 

today's world is not necessarily a perspective I share. The ‘techno-optimists’ 

and ‘techno-philiacs’ say that we've reached the limits on earth and that if 

we colonise space this will solve our problems. While this may sound far-

fetched, 1000 years ago when the forests in Europe were being depleted a 

techno-optimist said we should take the oil seeping from the ground and fly 

around to other places. So I find this to be an unattractive idea but it is not 

as far-fetched as we might think and we have to take seriously the argument 

of the techno-optimists and techno-philiacs.  

 

The other classic response is a resource intensification process. Civilisation, 

agriculture and adaptation are responses to resource depletion. Now people 

are talking about fusion power, clean energy and hydrogen.  

 

Are we really seeing fundamentally different responses than the spreading 

out response or an intensification response? What would constitute a 

different response to the challenges ahead of us? Are transition towns 

fundamentally a different response? Is there really a deep values change if 

what is compelling our response is fear - a fear response to the impending 

cataclysms? Does a fear response truly indicate a deep change in values? 

What would a really new response to these significant cultural and 

civilisational challenges be? Would it be an external response or the sort of 

things Peter was alluding to - an internal, spiritual response? Would that be 

the marker of a genuinely new response? 
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The old humanity from which we are descended was a communal animal. I 

want to emphasise the word 'animal'.  We're a communal animal that stays 

close to earth and close to our locale. Peter talks about a new humanity 

coming. Let me venture the idea that we are the new humanity – 

industrialised and individualist rather than communal; separated from earth, 

the locale and each other. We're alienated. Is there a possibility that this new 

humanity is new, not in nature, but in value or in socially imposed values? Is 

there a chance that there might be a conflict between our valuation systems 

as they are today and our fundamental nature, which may not be different 

from our nature in the foraging days? And what will that mean? As opposed 

to the new humanity, will the new new humanity be similar to the old 

humanity – communal and rooted in the locale?  

 

And is there a conflict between an enduring human nature as opposed to a 

transformed human nature? And how do we manage this conflict, if in fact 

there is one? Our concern about the environment and impending challenges - 

should they be driven and based on a practical fear of civilisational collapse 

(which is a possibility or probability)? Or should they be based on a genuine 

aesthetic desire and spiritual aspiration? And perhaps that drive - aesthetics 

and spirituality - might be the marker of the new new humanity responding 

in a new new way. 

 

 

Questions and Answers 

 

 

John Cartwright (Centre of Criminology, UCT) 

I'd like to make a couple of comments as a medievalist. I was growing up as 

a student at UCT in the 1950s and the problem I wanted to think about a lot 

of the time is 'is there such a thing as progress as a whole?' Because at the 

time there was a lot of talk about the wonders of technology and how great 

bombs were etc – the dominance of a particularly narrow form of scientism. I 
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always resisted the notion of progress as a broad force or development. But 

over the last 15 years I've started to revise that and I start – to come back 

to being a medievalist – to see it in a different kind of perspective that 

certainly nothing has changed in the sense of our potential and our broad 

nature as human beings. But I think that something both speakers have 

mentioned is that the circumstances have forced us in different directions. 

And I see us as having gone through a period that is particularly anomalous 

from the 17th century onwards of the huge outburst of science and 

technology and our intoxication with it. And coming now down to earth again 

in more ways than one to recognise that we have to grow up with this and 

use the same underlying human insights and capacity that we've always had, 

to deal with a problem that has become massive and unavoidable. There was 

always another possible tomorrow earlier and it was not possible for people 

to understand the huge unavoidable implications. There was always the 

possibility of spreading. But we can't now. We can talk about the possibility 

of Mars etc, science fiction or not. But we have to carry on living more 

effectively in the present. And it is forcing upon us - something I'm hesitant 

to think of as progress - a certain kind of evolution of our notion of what kind 

of creatures we are and what our relationship is with the earth. I think what 

Peter said about what we might be in the future is absolutely basic. It's not 

just about what we might do. But if we have the right way of being, the 

doing will follow.  

 

I think both of you referred to the transition times. I think it's an interesting 

model because it is not based on fear. One has a sense of excitement. How 

can we recover a sense of community? - Not by saying 'we're going to make 

a community'; but just by doing the things that produce community. You 

become a community. I think that's the way we're going. 

 

Question 

It sounds like there is room for mischief in the thinking that gives freedom of 

expression. I'm wondering how much of that I can take with me to the 

community that I come from, and look beyond the current future into the 
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future that is coming. And that future has been termed anomalous with 

disruptions and opportunities in the disruptions. How much courage could I 

could take from the discussion and use to view that future? 

 

Comment 

I'm struck by the fact that we're sitting here in a university lecture room 

talking in this way. I think it's a sign of the future that we're heading into 

that we can talk not just about the physics and physical side of things but 

also about consciousness and our being-ness. I'm very struck by that. 

 

Willem (student in EGS department, UCT) 

One of the factors that is driving the ecological crisis is population growth. 

And if we talk about new humanity and old humanity we have to look at what 

our human nature is. Richard Dawkins talks about the 'selfish gene' and says 

that it's part of our genetic make up to want to produce as many children as 

possible and to give them as much resources needed for them to thrive and 

flourish. Should we try to rebel against this nature of ours? Should we look at 

how many children we are producing and follow this natural instinct and 

procreate? 

 

Peter Willis 

As another medievalist I really enjoyed what you said, John. I feel very 

strongly that you can map the history of humanity against the developmental 

stages of an individual human being, on a geometric scale. For most of 

human history we were learning how to survive and who we were – basic 

identity stuff. Around the Middle Ages and the Renaissance – as 9-11 year 

old boys and girls become incredibly curious about facts – that’s when we 

discovered science. And then we discovered that rocket booster of fossil fuels 

and the Industrial Revolution and we moved into full-on adolescence. And 

the key marker of adolescence is a seriously untidy bedroom and the 

assumption that someone else tidies up your bedroom after you, and 

anyway, it doesn't matter. So we're now in the full flourishing of an untidy 

global bedroom. We have all the data to become adults and a few wonderful 
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models and individuals in some cultures that are being quite adult, but we 

have to do it against the clock. What we're used to in our generation 

is that you can carry on partying in your 20s and settle down and have 

children in your 30s. We don't have that time scale. 

 

Willem, your point about population pops up in many different forms. Usually 

this refers to people who are unlike me and don't look like me. I have two 

thoughts. Firstly, I don't see us in the near future managing to curtail by top-

down regulation. Secondly, I encountered the idea a number of years ago 

that maybe we need to have a certain number of souls incarnate on the 

earth for this transformation to work. Ever since I encountered that I've 

looked differently at the population problem and the numbers of people. I 

have no way of knowing whether this is valid or not but it keeps me less 

stressed about watching the population grow. 

 

Joseph Edozien 

Regarding the point about progress, I think that we have to be very careful 

about universalising attitude to specific cultures for one thing. I agree that 

the idea of progress, at least as we've learned it, is problematic. Where I 

have some doubts is whether or not there will be progress in terms of being 

forced into a new kind of humanity. As opposed to saying that in a 

universalist sort of way, it might be true for some people that there might be 

a progress in understanding or in humility.  

 

The question about population growth is a very highly charged political 

question and it usually arises in the context of those who believe that they 

have the intellectual capacity to manage the human future which is an 

incredibly hubristic attitude. The reason that population is exploding is that 

some of the natural and organic constraints on population growth have been 

removed. I will think a lot about this idea of 'rebelling against our nature'. I 

doubt that will be very fruitful, which is not to say I agree with Dawkins' 

interpretation of things, because I think his interpretation about the gene is 

very highly culturally-based. In the end I think that what we're about to 
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learn as a species is something that we learned a long time ago which is that 

we don't have the power or capacity to determine the world; we're not going 

to save the planet. That’s a ridiculous notion. The planet is going to care of 

us eventually. And the issue of trying to manage population growth is so 

politicised. Those who would have the technology to attempt to do so may in 

fact be the very ones that should be depopulated to a degree. 

 

Alexis Scholtz (African Carbon Trust) 

In response to the question on population growth – for me, one thing that is 

also prevalent is that there has always been a desire for spiritual satiation or 

a desire to get away from a disease or ease disease in humanity. So that 

gives me hope. I do think that we have the capacity to do that. The 

culturally-based thing – traditional societies do live within their means so it's 

not a universal issue for me. Your point about people being on earth and 

those people being leaders who can lead us out of this – I have a case study 

I used once with regard to sustainability which is based on the 12 steps of 

Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous. The fundamental problem 

of that disease is a spiritual disease and it's a lack of spirituality and an 

ability to connect with that. And it has a lot of profound similarities to what 

we find ourselves in today. And the organisation of that fellowship is also 

incredibly sustainable. In 2000 there were about 5 meetings in 

Cape Town and in 2009 there were about 54, so it's just mushroomed. It's 

totally community-based and it spread by word of mouth. So there is 

something really powerful in that structure. How do you communicate that in 

a secular generic way? I think part of the success of the programme is that 

they leave it up to anything. They say that a power greater than yourself 

could deliver you from insanity. It could be the chair you're sitting on 

because it has the power to hold you up for longer than you can hold yourself 

up. So it's clever little things like that. How do we get other people into this 

lecture theatre? Because in a way we are preaching to the converted. How do 

we get the discourse out there? What are we using to communicate? 
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Linda Scott (nutritionist and member of Mothers For All) 

I'd like to comment on the transformative power of doing good. Lee Scott of 

Wal-Mart has obviously achieved everything there is to achieve in a material 

sense in the American dream. But he obviously got a kick out of using those 

resources and his network to achieve something good and is trying to make 

a huge difference. He's very proactive in developing a sustainable model for 

supermarkets and the retail chain. So if you would comment on that, 

because it's that, that transforms people. It seems to be more rewarding to 

change other people's lives than just a mass of material resources for 

yourself or your kith and kin. 

 

Peter Willis 

Regarding how we get the message out there – my day job is basically to get 

the message out there to senior business people. It's obvious to me that the 

message is getting out very slowly. But the more I ask myself how we get 

the message out the more wrong the question sounds. I can't say much 

more except that I keep worrying away at it and I'm working on ideas for 

films and documentaries. When they out there are good and ready they will 

get whatever it is that this message is. I think this evening is perhaps 

pointing out that the message is not always what the message sounds like. 

The message we've been talking about here is quite different to the message 

encapsulated in most environmental news articles and books and so on, 

which is why I'm so interested to explore what else there is beyond that. I'm 

very interested if anyone has ideas of what's going to do it and what it is. 

 

Helen - I like your point about the power of doing good. It's occurred to me 

recently that it's so unbelievably obvious. And I'm sure that very few people 

do not know that when you genuinely give something or help someone you 

get a weird extra return on that. How can the economy have been built on 

other stuff like bills of exchange and supply chains? I’m really fascinated by 

these invisible exchanges that make up the real substance of happiness. 
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Question 

Regarding the population growth question, I don’t really think the question 

was about population growth, but about rebelling against nature. I’m 

intrigued by that concept. Because I think a lot of the work that 

environmentalists do is about exactly the opposite – about not rebelling 

against nature, and I’m wondering how we get to cherry pick what we rebel 

against and what we don’t in nature. Some of the things we don’t rebel 

against or things that we fight against include environmentalists’ positions on 

GMOs or on urban engineering solutions like big dams in response to water 

challenges. So I want to put the question to Peter and to Joseph – both of 

you raised the population pressure issue in both the old and new challenges. 

So I think the population pressure issue has always been there and it’s 

always going to be there. So I’m just questioning the issue of rebelling 

against nature and when do we do it and when don’t we? 

 

Gabriel (Researcher in the Department of Agriculture, Limpopo) 

There is one thing my General Manager has highlighted in some of our 

research work. We’re all a team of scientists. In all our ways to assist 

farmers to respond it’s always about number crunching and not factoring in 

the human element and cultural diversity and how that will affect what we 

implement. So I think we need more of these kinds of platforms, especially 

to involve our policy makers and people who influence policy, because I think 

that’s where we need to start. 

 

Melanie Gosling (Cape Times) 

Joseph, I was interested in your comment that it’s ridiculous to think we 

have the capacity to save the planet. I just wondered what you included 

under that. Peter sketched things about ecological collapse and people trying 

to do things to make society less carbon intensive. I think you could put 

them under the ‘saving the planet’ idea. Is that what you mean? Could you 

explain a little bit more? It leaves you with the feeling that you should just 

sit back and watch, and do as we’re doing. 
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Harry Trisos (mobile communications industry) 

The issue as I see it is whether or not we are identifying the problems that 

we have too closely with the question of sustainability and carbon emissions. 

From my experience, that seems to be the message coming through all the 

time. I think this is perhaps defining it too narrowly for the people out there. 

If we reduce our carbon emissions, will it have solved our problems and 

mean that we are living in a sustainable way? 

 

And what do you think of this carbon credit economy that has been set up? 

Peter earlier mentioned the economic tools that have been developed in the 

world like money and I’d like to know whether carbon credits have been set 

up by scientists and environmentalists to save the world? Or has the system 

been set up by business to create another business tool? 

 

Joseph Edozien 

If one has the attitude that the world is there as an object for our 

contemplation, enjoyment, exploitation and domination, then the question of 

saving the planet is interesting. If you come from the perspective that we are 

a relatively minor part of the planet, then it’s not an interesting question. So 

it depends on where you’re coming from. You’re either trying to save 

civilisation from its excesses, which is very different from saving the planet. 

Because you’re saying that we want to prevent civilisation from eroding its 

planetary supports. So it’s not the planet that’s being saved, but civilisation. 

Other people might want to save their culture and not civilisation. So I think 

we need to be more precise about what it is that we want to save. But the 

thing we don’t have the power to save is the planet itself. If one accepts 

conventional earth science our planet is about 4.5 billion years old and has 

gone through all kinds of geological upheavals – plate tectonics, several 

glaciations – and the planet keeps on ticking. And life forms and the planet 

have co-evolved over several billions of years. So I can assure you the planet 

is going to survive humanity. The question is whether humanity will survive 

its capacity to erode its planetary supports. 
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Regarding the question of population pressure and rebelling against nature, 

the potential for exponential growth is built into the way that biology 

functions and has evolved e.g. through viruses and cells, to manage that 

tendency. If you take a Darwinian approach you might say it’s the fecundity 

of nature that creates the ability for all these creative forms, species and 

evolution etc. So that problem is endemic and we won’t solve the problem so 

to speak. The issue then becomes what sort of cultural wisdom is there? How 

do we manage our potential to erode the ability of the land on which we live 

to support us? This is a question of wisdom. It’s a values question. I would 

argue that we have been rebelling against nature. In fact, industrial 

civilisation is the ultimate rebelling against nature. That’s a contradiction. It’s 

brought us into a cul de sac into the potential for nature to exact its revenge 

so to speak. Why is it rebelling against nature? Because the principles of 

development and the laws under which it operates are laws that are very 

unnatural. The tendency to rebel against nature under the assumption that 

we have the capacity to understand the consequences of our actions is 

actually self-defeating.  

 

Peter Willis 

Thank you Gabriel. I totally agree about needing to humanise the way 

governments with resources talk to farmers.  

 

Melanie, I agree with what Joseph said. But what does one do? If I was 

asked to give advice to someone who’s going through what I often go 

through, I would say to myself ‘just keep doing what seems interesting and 

pleasurable to do’. I couldn’t have a pleasurable, enjoyable career doing 

something other than trying to fix this bizarre problem we have. So I’m 

hooked. Given that I’m hooked, just do what is enjoyable. Let go of this 

hubristic approach that says ‘we’ve got to solve this’. We can’t. It’s really 

dangerous to believe that there is a solution. 

 

Harry, the question of yours that interested me most is whether we are 

focusing too narrowly by focusing on sustainability and carbon emissions. 
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The answer is yes. In a way this is what has prompted me to start this kind 

of line of enquiry – what if we could frame this challenge as something really 

interesting? Because sustainability is not interesting and it’s completely 

immeasurable. We’ll only know if we’re sustainable in a few generations 

time. So I’m really in favour of re-framing what this is really about. 

 

Regarding how we communicate this message – we’ve got the wrong 

message. It’s much too small. I think we’re after something enormous. 

 

In closing – just practise letting go. I think that’s the most useful advice I 

can give myself or anyone else. I think we’ll need to become adept at letting 

go. It’s a bit like what you said about the glory of giving. We come from a 

generation or several where holding on has been it. It’s actually quite 

magical to let go. 

 

Joseph Edozien 

Generally speaking, I don’t want you to leave with the impression that I think 

the various things we’re doing are on the wrong course. I think all these 

things we’re doing such as looking at the carbon footprint is generally 

moving us in the right direction and leading us to eventually be brave 

enough and open enough to ultimately deal with the right questions and 

issues. So in that sense it is ‘progress’ for us to be talking about all these 

things. Eventually as a species and a world we’ll get to where we start 

addressing the real issues, which are very difficult and complicated and not 

about systems and economics, but are ultimately about who we are and who 

we want to become. 
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Prof. Mark Swilling (Division Head of Sustainable Development in the 

School of Public Management and Planning at the University of 

Stellenbosch) 

 

 

I wanted to rehearse some of the key coordinates of the 

global economic and ecological crisis, which many are 

familiar with and focus on ways of conceptualising the 

crisis and the potential processes of transitions that we 

could be thinking about. Here I’ll be drawing on research 

work that I’m doing together with Eve Annecke in the 

writing of Just Transitions: Exploring Sustainability in an 

Unfair World.  

 

My starting point is the global population framework that we are in at the 

moment. We’re at six billion people in the world today and we’ll go up to nine 

billion by 2050 and we’re in this intriguing situation that as we are going 

through this global economic crisis we’re also experiencing an ecological 

crisis superimposed on top of what is called the second wave of urbanisation. 

We’re now as a species 50 per cent urbanised and that creates a framework 

for thinking about the transition that puts centres at the centre of the 

discussion. That’s what I’d like to capture tonight – the simultaneous 

economic, ecological and urban transitions that we’ll have to face.  

 

If we want to think about the future and the nature of cities like this, which 

comes from Latin America, is the divides – as rapid urbanisation collides with 

the established inner cores of the cities and as we go through this urban 

transition – is that going to provide the nodal centres for profound 

unsustainability that could prevent us from solving these problems? Or does 

it create the basis and institutional and cultural framework for thinking about 

the transition to sustainability? 
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The point of departure in this discussion will be the nature of the economic 

crisis. What we have at the moment if we map the current recession against 

the most well known recession of the last 100 years – the 1929 crash, the oil 

crisis - we’re cruising somewhere around 50-60 per cent loss of wealth and 

there are predictions that this could get worse. No one is saying we’re 

looking at a V-shaped exit from this recession and some are writing about 

the end of growth forever or post-growth economics, which needs to be 

factored into an understanding of the wider ecological crisis.  

 

The first key co-ordinate of the ecological crisis is global warming. If we look 

at the familiar pictures of what is happening to the ice packs and so on and if 

we take into account the research that is leading up to the agreements in 

December, there are very few who think we’ll avoid the two degree warming 

cycle. So even if we make the big decisions – the best scenario – the chances 

of us limiting the warming to two degrees are very limited. And that 

underpins the global discussion about what kind of economic restructuring is 

going to be necessary to deal with these kinds of challenges.  

 

The Stern Report maps what will happen with some of the major ecosystems 

against different warming scenarios, which is becoming increasingly well-

known. I’d like to locate where South Africa is sitting in the global rankings in 

terms of CO2 emissions. This talks to the discussions that are leading up to 

the negotiations in December. South Africa is at number 12 with regard to 

total emissions. With regard to per capita CO2 emissions, South Africa is at a 

high level – 9.8 – similar to the UK and Germany. This creates an intriguing 

dilemma for South Africa. Because China would want to reach an agreement 

based on per capita for obvious reasons and the US would like to reach an 

agreement based on total country emissions. So whatever the deal is, South 

Africa will be in a difficult situation. 

 

The second key marker or coordinate is ecosystems services. The report of 

the Millennium Ecosystems Assessment in 2005 was significant in particular 

for developing countries because it shifted the focus away from a pure 
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carbon focus. Even without global warming and without the carbon 

programme, the Millennium Ecosystems Assessment is saying that the planet 

is falling to pieces. So it needs to be seen as the second key coordinate of 

the global crisis. 

 

One dimension is soils. The International Assessment 

for Agricultural Science Technology and Development 

which came out last year flagged the significance of 

soils, at a time when food prices were rocketing last 

year. And the status of our soils is not great. About 23 

per cent of global soils are in a state of degradation. 

And about 65 percent of soils are showing signs of 

degradation. What is interesting is that a lot of the reporting about the food 

price crisis did not really flag the significance of soils as a key driver of 

increases of food prices. This year an interesting article came out that talked 

about ‘soil peak’ as part of the wider ecological crisis. 

 

If we track what starts to happen in terms of crop yields we’ll see the growth 

of crop yields declining especially in sub-Saharan Africa and there is a real 

need for much greater research to focus on this connection between the key 

ecosystems service, which is soils and food prices which in turn has major 

implications which we’re well aware of. 

 

The third key coordinate of this crisis is oil peak. The fundamental logic of 

the oil peak thesis is that there is a lead time between the peaking of the 

discovery of oil and the peaking of the production of oil and that at a certain 

point in time that will lead to declines in oil production, which will start 

pushing oil prices up, which will have significant implications for how we 

think about the global economy. The debate is on about where we are with 

oil peak. A lot depends on whether Saudi Arabia has peaked or not. What we 

do know is that oil prices are rocketing. They rocketed last year and this year 

there have been increases in oil prices despite the recession which even 

some of the pessimists didn’t predict. 
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Regarding cities, if we continue to think about cities and the building and 

design of urban infrastructure as if oil prices will remain low forever we are 

living in a dream world. I’ve become increasingly interested in how we think 

of urban infrastructures as the determinants of metabolic flows in cities – the 

flows of resources through cities. This is an extreme image but it 

communicates the core message that there are probably a significant number 

of engineers, planners, urban economists and politicians who still think about 

cities in traditional ways, which will become increasingly dysfunctional as oil 

prices continue to increase. So we won’t be able to solve this problem if we 

continue to waste money on the kinds of urban infrastructure that will 

become increasingly expensive to finance. And that connection between the 

so-called developmental or ‘red agenda’ and the ‘green agenda’ is what 

needs to take place in our thinking instead of continuing to assume that the 

sustainability agenda is a ‘green agenda’ about conservation; it’s about the 

sustainable use of resources. And oil often focuses the mind. 

 

I would now like to focus on the ‘missing factor’ in the common discussions 

in universities, NGOs and many research institutes about the ecological crisis, 

which is this whole question of material flows. And it’s very difficult to start 

thinking about or conceptualising a transition to a more sustainable socio-

ecological regime without factoring in this story, which is a relatively new 

story: A group of researchers at the Institute for Social Ecology in Vienna 

and the Wuppertal Institute in Germany, but increasingly beyond that, are 

asking a fundamental question – what is the total quantity of material flows 

through the global economy? And they analysed that on a country by country 

and city by city basis and they use the language of metabolic flows; 

conceptualising the global economy with cities as 

metabolisms and there’s a series of flows of 

resources through these organisms.  

 

What is significant is that over the 20 years when 

globalisation as an economic force really accelerated, 
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we see a 36 per cent increase in global material flows from about 40 billion 

tonnes to about 55 billion tonnes. This is an escalation that is having major 

impacts on the resources of the planet, depletion rates and ecosystems 

services. If we project this over a long term scenario you will see very 

significant increases in global metabolic flow and that biomass still represents 

a significant proportion of total material flows. But because of the huge 

growth of materials – non renewable materials – it’s declining as a 

percentage of the total but is increasing in absolute terms and these 

increases are the underlying driver of the breakdown of the capacity of 

natural systems to support the economies, which in turn has implications for 

our understanding of the solutions to the global economic crisis. 

 

Regarding some of the economic theory, from 1800 to 2000 there was a 

decline in real prices of these primary materials that the global economy 

depends on. For an economist, this is alarming if you’re interested in 

sustainability, but good news if you’re interesting in increasing labour 

productivity or the productivity of the economy. If you’re interested in 

resource productivity this is a problem as it is a signal of declining incentives 

for using resources more efficiently.  

 

We know in an African context of the literature on the resource curse, which 

refers to when you have a lot of a single product, there is a disincentive to 

innovate, to diversify your economy and this is true on a global scale. There 

is a diagram that represents the declining quality of ores that are being dug 

out of the ground as an indicator that we may be hitting these limits. Once 

we start hitting these limits what will happen to prices and what kind of 

changes in the global economy does it start to generate? If we think of that 

36 per cent increase in global flows, the interesting question is who 

consumes this stuff. The Human Development Report states that 20 per cent 

of the global population is responsible for about 86 per cent of total 

consumption expenditure, which demonstrates the levels of inequality. 
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I want to set up a way of thinking about the different scenarios that this 

International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management is working on – 

I’m a member of this panel. I want to signal a way of thinking about growth 

– a very unpopular word in sustainability science – and the consumption of 

material resources. We are working on two conceptions of decoupling.  

 

The first is called upstream decoupling, which essentially refers to decoupling 

the rate of economic growth from the rate of resource consumption. This can 

occur at two different levels. Relative decoupling refers to slowing down the 

rate of resource consumption and absolute decoupling refers to the absolute 

decline in resource consumption, with innovation and levels of investment in 

innovation being key determinants of capacity to manage this kind of 

decoupling. Upstream decoupling is what you get to when you think of 

material flows.  

 

Downstream decoupling is the traditional concept that is at the centre of 

environmental economics, which is thinking about decoupling economic 

growth from environmental pressures, which are really the downstream or 

output impacts of the economy and the argument is that you need to think 

about transitions or think about ways of calibrating transitions along this dual 

access of upstream and downstream decoupling and relative and absolute 

decoupling. Relative decoupling is what you would 

find a lot of excitement about in the European 

literature. However, it’s not great news as it 

doesn’t really take you towards sustainability. 

Absolute decoupling is what we should be moving 

towards. 

 

With this kind of economic framework in mind I’d like to explain these 

scenarios, which is at the centre of the work of the Panel. We’re now at the 

baseline scenario of 55 billion tonnes. If we continue to run the global 

economy as we run it now and we take the global population up to 9 billion 

people and assume that resource consumption patterns in the developed 
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countries are going to remain the same, which is basically levelling out, and 

the developing countries catch up to that level of consumption – where we 

are now in terms of the baseline is at 8 tonnes per capita on average. If we 

run the economy like we’re running it now – business-as-usual – we’ll end up 

requiring 140 billion tonnes and that would translate into 16 tonnes per 

capita – double the current average consumption.  

 

The scenario that is regarded as the more realistic scenario is where you 

increase the productivity or efficiency of the developed economies by a factor 

of two. So they’d be moved to absolute decoupling of a relatively mild nature 

but which requires fairly fundamental structural changes and you move the 

developing economies up to that level, which is really ending up at a global 

average of half of 16 which is 8 tonnes per capita.  

 

And then the ‘dream green’ scenario is where you say that the world is falling 

to pieces at 8 tonnes per capita and 55 billion tonnes in total and you cut it 

back – that’s a very fundamental de-consumption for developed countries 

and a relatively small margin for developing countries to move up to – 

roughly 6 tonnes per capita. So when you start thinking of the world in terms 

of metabolic flows it becomes possible to draw economists into the 

discussion, which is important in order to start thinking about how one 

moves into a discussion on transition.  

 

So if we’re going to start thinking about these moves and correlating the 

IPCC work with the work of the Sustainable Resource Panel you start thinking 

about targets like this which will be discussed at the World Resources Forum 

in Davos in September in partnership with the IPPC target for a more 

sustainable world. So when I think of these things I try to track what is 

happening in the global discussion about the Green New Deal, and this is 

some of the stuff that you get in the international economy. Commissioned 

by UNEP, some people were thinking about a global green new deal. Some of 

the targets include US$100 billion to spend in retrofitting the US economy, 

most of which will be invested in is urban infrastructure. Similarly in South 
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Korea, there is a US$36 billion package, which will include a lot of urban 

infrastructure but also restoration of ecosystem services. For example, in 

Seoul they took out the main highway through the centre of the city and they 

put the river back into the city. So these are very substantial massive 

infrastructure investments that redefine cities as the key drivers of the 

transformations and transitions that we’re talking about. A diagram from 

HSBC computes the level of green spending in the recovery packages around 

the world. South Korea and China are high up. China spent US$200 billion on 

green ‘stuff’ as part of the recovery package. An interesting report from 

UNEP and the ILO provides the first global definition that we have of ‘green 

jobs’ and it creates the basis for computing the growth of the new economy, 

which has interesting implications for South Africa. 

 

This diagram computes in Germany the growth and employment over this 

period of time (basically flat) compared to the growth of employment and 

renewable energy. The green jobs sector is an important one. In Japan there 

has been a ten year investment in solar roof tiles, with subsidies going up, 

average prices going down and creating an economy of scale. 

 

I want to end off by suggesting a conceptual framework for thinking about 

these transitions. This is basically a synthesis of three bodies of 

intellectual/academic research that I think could be usefully brought together 

to think about the global transitions that we need to go through.  

 

The one is the work by Marina Fischer-Kowalski on socio-ecological 

transitions. The other is the work by Carlota Perez on industrial transitions. 

And the third is the work by Peter Evans on the developmental state and the 

knowledge base of the developmental state.  

 

Evans argues that we need to go beyond a simple focus on GDP growth and 

take into account the work of Amartya Sen and the definition of development 

as capability enhancement and mesh that with institutional economics, which 

is the new mainstream, to build a new theory of the developmental state.  
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Fischer-Kowalski et al are saying we need to understand social and ecological 

systems as single systems rather than dualistic systems, like the Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment has done – looking at impacts and going beyond the 

conception of impacts. This group of researchers write about the three socio-

ecological transitions – through the agricultural era to the industrial era and 

then to ‘question mark’ – the sustainability era? This basically amounts to a 

rewriting of our economic history via an understanding of metabolic flows, 

material and energy flows, through societies over time in order to set up an 

historical framework for understanding what the transitions to a more 

sustainable socio-ecological regime could be.  

 

And then to superimpose on top of that the 

important work of Carlota Perez, because what 

she has done is develop a historical perspective 

on the industrial transitions that have taken 

place during the industrial era. What is 

significant is that she has developed an 

understanding of the trajectories of these transitions via a conception of 

crisis. Her conceptual framework for what each industrial transition 

amounted to is that each phase goes through a certain trajectory – it starts 

off with inventions, financial investments, a technology bubble builds up 

because society hasn’t been reorganised to absorb the new technologies, we 

go through a crisis, there’s an intervention by the state (this brings into 

question the role of the developmental state during the different phases) and 

then the crisis gets resolved – basically via an agreement that the state 

should enter into society and economy on a much greater scale than 

previously to reorganise the institutions of society to absorb the new 

technologies, whether it’s steam, automobiles or mass production.  

 

If you apply that conceptual framework to an understanding of where we are 

– we’re looking at a series of crisis points that allows one to understand 

these transitions and what happened as the state entered and retreated at 
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different points in time to shift the nature of capital and the nature of 

investments and technologies to give rise to different kinds of industrial 

transitions. So the real question is what the nature of this crisis is and 

whether it is actually going to give rise to what the Obama administration 

calls the Green New Deal and if it is, then we are talking about a transition to 

the socio-ecological regime to resolve the global crisis. So this is an 

optimistic scenario. 

 

A slightly different scenario would argue that the investments in green 

technologies that we are seeing now as the venture capitalists move out of 

the paper into real things is not actually the greening of the mature phase or 

the deployment phase of the ICT revolution but rather the beginnings of the 

sixth transition, the sustainability transition. If this is what we are talking 

about, the transition to a sustainable socio-ecological regime is not what we 

are dealing with now but is delayed and that will be driven not just by 

economic drivers but by mounting ecological crises, referred to earlier.  

 

So in conclusion I would argue that cities will be the key for determining how 

this actually plays out. Cities will become the nodal points for intersecting the 

ecological crises, the economic crises and in particular, determining the 

nature of the transitions. The two options are the stylised either/or ways of 

thinking about it. That’s not really what it will look like. It will be much 

messier. But there are a number of cities intervening in ways that 

demonstrate it is possible to reconfigure infrastructure and financial flows 

through cities so as to restructure metabolic flows so as to have more 

beneficial impacts in terms of sustainability. The global league of cities 

funded by the Clinton Foundation are already thinking about this on a 

massive scale, not necessarily to the benefit of the rest of the world. They 

are starting to talk about shortening the value chains, reducing dependence 

on insecure resources, the whole security logic coming into the discussion of 

sustainable cities. We need to think about cities in Africa and Asia that will 

absorb the next three billion people – what knowledge base will inform the 

way these cities are structured, thought about and imagined, in order to 
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make a fundamental impact on the flow of resources through these cities in 

the context of the dual economic and ecological crises that we now face? 

 

 

Assoc. Prof. Mark Hamann (Senior Researcher at the Environmental 

Evaluation Unit at UCT) 

My comments will broadly focus on two things. They 

will respond to the overarching question of ‘how’ - 

how do we go about transition? I don’t think there’s 

much arguing with the ‘what’ question, which Mark 

has talked about. There is the need for change. There 

are these polycrises. Mark’s addition of the material 

flows aspect as the one of the markers of the need for 

this transition is very important and helpful in understanding the need for a 

transition. There is also a question in my mind of how some of these changes 

can be brought about. The image of the Korean highway being transformed 

into a river was very powerful. That scale of change can happen with the 

right will, the right incentives and the correct movement.  

 

In adding something to Mark’s talk I’ll focus on two aspects: the role of the 

state and technology. 

 

In terms of the state, in South Africa there is a very vibrant debate around 

what a developmental state is. The ANC says that we are a developmental 

state. In South Africa we have a lot of initiatives that are in the vein of a 

‘green new deal’. The original ‘new deal’ was in the Roosevelt days and there 

was a big component on ecological restoration. The entire US system of 

parks was based on Roosevelt’s ‘new deal’. So there is nothing new about 

the ‘green new deal’ in some ways. It’s just the scale that’s interesting. And I 

think the recognition of the crisis we face is totally different to 80 years ago.  

 

We have initiatives in South Africa that are internationally regarded as being 

very progressive. One model that is very topical internationally is the 
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‘Working for Water’ project – the initiative where the public sector pays 

people to take out aliens, due to the recognition that through that process 

we can have better water management in our catchments. There is an 

interesting paper regarding the EPWP (published by the UNDP) that 

illustrates that Working for Water is an example of the kind of thing people 

are looking at for the kind of job creation initiatives that marry the need for 

job creation and economic development with environmental stewardship. 

 

If we look at the South Africa situation it’s clear that the scale is not at the 

scale that the US is talking about in terms of public investments or the scale 

of the transformation of urban infrastructure that we see in South Korea and 

maybe Barcelona and some other places like that. I agree with Mark 

regarding the highway to river scenario. Whether or not it’s feasible is 

another question, but it’s a very profound model. 

 

The question I’m raising is whether we can rely on the State as the primary 

driver of a transition in the South African context for example. In China the 

state is very proactively involved in the economy. But I don’t think we can 

use this model; not only because perhaps it’s not desirable from a human 

rights and other points of view, but also because it’s not feasible. China has 

thousands of years of cultural and institutional development that offsets the 

individuals’ interests and needs against the collective and identifies as the 

Chinese state. We don’t have a state that goes back that far and so cannot 

expect the State to say that it will solve everyone’s problems. 

 

I’d like to try to understand where the key levers of influence are where the 

state can impact to try to make a shift of the sort that Mark was talking 

about. I’m also speaking about a ‘bang-for-your-buck’ type analysis of tax 

payers’ money. We get the sense that where the State implements projects 

with tax payers’ money, apart from infrastructure investments, which are 

supported; there are other projects, linked to the expanded public works 

projects where the impact is questionable. I think we need to reconsider 
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ways in which the state can instigate change by identifying levers in 

identifying incentives faced by people in the market.  

 

I think that incentives faced by actors in the market need to be looked at 

much more carefully. And they are being looked at – I think the Treasury is 

doing very important work here. The amount of jobs 

created in Germany in renewable energy is 

incredible. Twenty years ago it used to be just flat 

landscape. Now there are miles and miles of wind 

turbines that are bigger and taller than this building. 

This was possible because twenty years ago they put 

in place what we have now finally put in place in 

South Africa, which are the renewable energy feed-

in-tariffs. This was put in place 20 years ago and incentivised an incredible 

revolution in this market. Every farmer wanted to put up one of these things. 

This kind of thing created the change in Germany. It wasn’t the state that 

decided to invest directly in renewable energy. It was creating the right 

incentives, support and subsidies. In the carbon market we are beginning to 

see that, although the signals aren’t there.  

 

But there’s nothing to say that what we’ve done for the Working for Water 

project in South Africa cannot also be done for soils for instance. Why don’t 

we understand and protectivise the value of soils to stop those tons of soil 

washing into the ocean? And then you create incentive schemes for people 

e.g. farmers to protect those soils.  

 

A very good example is Costa Rica, which managed to initiate an incredible 

forest conservation programme by pricing carbon, where they said that if you 

cut down forests you have to pay the state because you’re reducing its ability 

to trap the carbon, which is what trees do. This is an incredible example of 

political leadership – integrating the prices of environmental services into the 

market. I think there is a lot of scope for South Africa to learn from this 

example.  
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Regarding the second point – how do we understand technology? We 

generally think of technology as high-tech e.g. renewable energy or water 

desalination plants. We need to think beyond this technological mindset of 

the nuts and bolts hard science stuff. One of the reasons for this is that many 

of the technologies we’re going to see now will have very significant social 

risks. I’m thinking of the cyborg technologies that will give individuals 

greater memory, greater physical endurance. They’re going to be very 

expensive and a lot of people will be excluded from this. A whole debate that 

is not being integrated into the sustainability debate is around social 

exclusion through new technologies.  

 

The real addition to this perspective of technology is that we also need to 

think about social technologies. For example, in Cape Town there is a very 

nice initiative called the Integrated Waste Exchange, which is a very 

progressive way to implement many of the ideas that Mark was speaking 

about in terms of ecological modernisation or industrial ecology. Basically 

one company that produces waste can sell that waste to another company 

that uses it as an input in its economic or industrial processes. The city 

decided to provide information to link the producer to the company that can 

use the waste. So waste to landfill is reduced, which is a huge requirement. I 

think what is fascinating – one of the key factors why this is not working – is 

not that we don’t have the ICT technology in Cape Town. It’s not. We’ve got 

internet, we’ve got all those things that are needed from a technological 

point of view. The ingredient that was missing was trust between local 

government and the business community and between different members of 

the business community. We have developed ways over many years to 

develop processes that actually engender trust. And one of the things we 

need to work on is building trust between state, society and business. And 

there are processes we can apply that build trust. 

 

At the same time as we need social technologies, we also need a greater 

appreciation and acknowledgement of the need for spiritual technologies. 
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One of my favourite sayings is ‘eco management is ego management’. A 

conversion of highways to rivers is a wonderful ideal at the city level but it 

has to be complemented with processes at the individual level - for each 

person to understand what their identity is and what the role of nature and 

the neighbour is in the construction of what I mean to myself. 

 

 

Dr Russell Wise (CSIR) 

 

I decided to focus on three issues that I found interesting.  

The first one is that I do agree with Mark on most of the 

crises that we are facing at the moment and I don’t think 

he exaggerated in terms of the magnitude of these 

problems and the urgency with which we have to respond.  

 

But I do take an opposing view on the peak oil thesis that he seems to be 

supporting. From a lot of recent reports and research that has come out – 

world oil reserves currently sit at 1.2 trillion barrels which they estimate to 

be sufficient to meet our needs, if we continue on our current consumption 

patterns, for the next 40 years or so. There are an additional 1.4 trillion 

barrels of readily recoverable oil resources, which will extend the amount of 

oil available for about 90 years. These estimates keep increasing over time 

as our extraction and our investments in production increase and they say 

there are about 8 trillion barrels of oil resources in the earth that we could 

possibly exploit. I would suggest that oil prices have been increasing not 

because of oil scarcities, but because of perceived scarcities and because of a 

pessimistic market psychology that is largely underpinned by misinformation 

and misleading forecasts about demand and supply. The Independent Energy 

Agency, which is the one that generally does these forecasts, is reliant on 

particularly poor and delayed sources of data so they often can’t predict 

these things with any accuracy. It is also an incredibly complex market. All of 

these combine to force prices upwards.  
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My concern with pushing the peak oil theory is that it fuels uncertainty and 

speculation and it fuels a pessimistic market psychology and it makes oil 

prices volatile. Volatility and uncertainty are barriers that will prevent 

investors investing into renewable energy sources. And perversely this 

volatility in oil prices tends to support investment in further oil exploration 

and production. I would agree with Mark that the last thing you want is 

decreasing prices for scarce resources. You need to have high prices because 

this will facilitate investments into renewable energies, but in order to keep 

these prices consistently high you need that to be high for the right reasons 

and I believe a better way of doing this would be to introduce, possibly 

through negotiations like the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, an obligatory social and environmental charge on any 

carbon intensive products produced and any oil, gas, or coal used in the 

production processes. 

 

The second point is the important role of cities in the future. If we intervene 

appropriately there is a potential for solving many of our economic and 

ecological crises and for addressing a lot of the inequalities that currently are 

pervasive in our society. What concerns me is the sheer magnitude of the 

cities that we’re looking at in the future and the dependence on resources 

that exists. I wanted to suggest to Mark - maybe we could open a discussion 

on this – the compact between the existing urban-rural relationship needs to 

be dramatically modified, based on the recognition that there are extremely 

constraining factors associated with the natural resource base and we need 

to be able to facilitate a reinvestment of the benefits that are being created 

in these urban areas, into a sustainable rural social system and ecological 

system.  

 

I think South Africa is one of the leaders in pro-poor payments of ecosystem 

services. This was mentioned a bit earlier in terms of Costa Rica. This would 

be a sustainable and efficient way of getting a lot of the benefits that are 

being reaped in the urban areas into the rural areas.  
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On one of the slides – titled ‘the Evans Synthesis’ – Mark emphasised the 

need for well functioning and transparent institutions, a capacitated state 

that could play a larger role in facilitating and ensuring sustainable 

development and the enhancement of capabilities and capacity for 

innovation. I absolutely agree with this. The importance of institutions cannot 

be underestimated and in a sense it made me think about the saying 

‘necessity is the mother of invention and innovation’. And I’m a firm believer 

that human ingenuity will overcome the polycrisis we are experiencing at the 

moment. But without the institutions, innovation and invention will not 

happen.  

 

There are two issues that are required for innovation and invention. We need 

to have accurate and persistent signals being generated for society to 

recognise the necessities or challenges or threats that are being posed. The 

second point is that we need a receiving environment that is able to 

recognise, acknowledge and interpret those signals, and we need to be able 

to respond in an appropriate way.  

 

Both the receiving and sending environments necessitate a suite of in-depth 

institutions and capabilities otherwise there is no way we will be able to 

respond; and if we are able to respond, we will not be able to respond 

effectively. Mark showed the example of England back in the late 1700s. 

They responded to a crisis at the time, which I will expand upon and then I 

will use it as an entry point into the South African context, which might 

produce a couple of questions for Mark to answer.  

 

The best way to give you some information on this example is to quote from 

a famous environmental economist, Partha Dasgupta: 

‘Deforestation began in England under the Romans and by Elizabethan times 

the price of timber had begun to rise ominously. In the mid-18th century 

what people saw across the landscape in England wasn’t trees, but stone 

rows separating agricultural fields. The noted economic historian Brinley 

Thomas argued that it was because timber had become so scarce that a 
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lengthy search began among inventors and tinkerers for an effective coal-

based energy source. By Thomas’s reckoning, the defining moment of the 

Industrial Revolution should be located in 1784, when Henry Cort’s process 

for manufacturing iron was first successfully deployed. His analysis would 

suggest that England became the centre of the Industrial Revolution not 

because it had abundant energy but because it was running out of energy. 

France, in contrast, didn’t need to find a substitute energy source: it was 

covered in forests and therefore lost out.’ 

 

So essentially the point we’re trying to make here is that scarcity leads 

individuals in societies to search for ways out. And if the institutions and the 

capabilities exist, this will lead to invention and innovation of alternatives. So 

South Africa finds itself with similar scarcities, 

amazingly severe environmental problems and 

extremely important and urgent necessities. How 

will South Africa perform in terms of acknowledging 

these signals, accurately interpreting them and 

then proactively and appropriately acting upon 

them? I believe there are a number of good signs. I 

think South Africa is well equipped to be able to 

respond to this. But there are a number of extremely worrying signs. I’m 

going to go through both the positive and negative aspects to give more 

context.  

 

On the positive side of South Africa I believe we have a sound Constitution 

that requires that any development that occurs is ecologically sustainable. So 

this should ultimately keep our Government accountable. We have a National 

Strategic Framework for Sustainable Development that provides the vision 

and gives an indication of intended interventions that will facilitate our move 

to a sustainable path. We have a National Environmental Management Act 

and a National Water Act that are recognised around the world as being 

extremely progressive and visionary. Our National Treasury and the 

Department of Science and Technology are increasing funding into research 
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and capacity building in order to help move South Africa to a knowledge 

economy. The Department of Water and Environmental Affairs has completed 

the National Cleaner Production Strategy to guide all producers and 

consumers in the country to achieve sustainable objectives. National 

Treasury is also considering a wider scale of environmental taxes and 

subsidies in order to influence behaviour.  

 

On the negative side however, our macro and micro economic policies are 

directed by the Accelerated Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa, which 

sets out Government’s strategy for halving unemployment and poverty by 

2014. It suggests that the only way to do this is through sustained economic 

growth of 5 per cent per year for the next ten to fifteen years. It doesn’t 

make a single mention of our environment or the constraints that our 

environment poses to development. The effects of this on decision-making 

are becoming apparent. Our Government is fast tracking and building a 

number of coal-fired power stations and it’s undermining a lot of the 

developments in renewable energy industries. For example, our energy 

efficiency initiatives are currently housed within Eskom which is a definite 

conflict of interests.  

 

Our second worrying sign is that South Africa ranks poorly on the World Bank 

Corruption Index. South Africa ranks 27th out of 150 countries and is grouped 

with the least developed and the poorest countries in the world. South Africa 

is also constrained by limited skills and capacity in Government and within 

the public service and this is resulting in ineffective and wasteful spending of 

our taxes and our natural resources. The frameworks and strategies 

developed (mentioned earlier) for sustainable development and cleaner 

production are far from being effectively implemented. They still remain in 

the strategic, developmental phases. Our country’s education system is 

failing our society and there is increasing concern about the declining 

independence of our judiciary. Finally and most worrying is a culture of 

noncompliance and disregard for regulations, which is pervasive in our 

society, particularly relating to environmental reporting and illegal dumping 
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of waste and the emission of pollution. And this is done by the most powerful 

economic agents in our economy and ironically and unfortunately, it is these 

economic agents that our Government depends upon for its tax revenues so 

there is no incentive for them to change their behaviour. 

 

My questions to Mark are: What practical and effective mechanisms could 

Government readily implement to decouple our economy from its current 

carbon and material intensive pathway? And given that there is such a 

powerful need for the state to play an increasing role in building the 

capabilities and our institutions in order to foster innovation, and given all 

the constraints that we face, what role do you suggest that private business 

play, and also us as individuals, to ensure that we move on a more 

sustainable path? 

 

 

Prof. Mark Swilling in response 

 

 

I think the South African context is an interesting challenge that I would 

have liked to have talked about more, because there is an interesting debate 

taking place globally about developing countries and sustainability. The 

popular wisdom is that developing countries must be allowed to grow to 

solve their poverty problem and later on they’ll deal with environmental 

challenges - the Kuznets Curve way of thinking – but within the context of 

constraints, there is a re-think taking place that factors in innovation.  

 

And the argument coming out of innovation studies is that countries that 

have not yet sunk all their capital in concrete; countries that still have the 

capacity and consumer markets whose needs can be met in completely 

different ways, create opportunities for new value chains, for new 

investments, for new ways of doing things. And I think in the South African 

context we have an extraordinary opportunity to look at what was done in 

places like South Korea, Costa Rica, Cuba and parts of China and the U.S. 
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and accelerating that because we have the institutional knowledge capacity 

here to do it.  

 

I think the core problem is that we haven’t fundamentally broken from an 

absolute obsession with a modernist developmental vision. By selling our 

resources and exporting them into the global market at a discount, we are 

drawing down our natural wealth. It’s a modernist conception of 

development. Until we are really detached from that obsession we are not 

going to be able to think about the innovative arrangements institutionally, 

investments, technologies and connecting research and knowledge 

development to new ways of doing things. We’re going to continue to pursue 

the big mega-project route to this modernist developmental ideal.  

 

That’s why I emphasise cities. I think cities have an 

opportunity to make that break, because they’re feeling 

the constraints, especially Cape Town, which is almost a 

resource-locked-in city and is being forced on a number 

of fronts to break from those traditionalist images. I 

think that’s where the innovations can take place. I think 

there are sections in business that are picking up these 

pressures and feeling the impacts on their bottom lines 

of these resource thresholds and there is quite a lot of interest in innovation, 

but that won’t happen until big players like Sasol and Metal Steel are allowed 

to peg resource prices to international prices – it just eliminates the potential 

for innovation and utilising our resources more efficiently. Metal Steel has a 

deal of cost plus 3 per cent for our iron ore forever – a permanent sunrise 

clause, which is completely and utterly ridiculous – selling our natural wealth 

off for very little return, for very expensive steel. So that’s an example of 

extremely poor economic governance that prevents innovation and the 

appropriate management of our resources.  
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Questions and Answers 

 

 

Pierre (background in economics) 

You talked a lot about institutions and some great success stories and I was 

just wondering about the dynamics behind those and how did those 

institutions and governments, e.g. the Korean highway story, achieve the 

social buy-in? I know a lot of them are economically incentivised but for 

those projects that aren’t making anyone money necessarily, how did they 

achieve the people’s buy-in? 

 

David Parry-Davies (the Enviropaedia) 

Mark, your last point struck me most profoundly. This 

decoupling from the traditionalist capitalist mode – surely 

to achieve that one has to look at the underlying moral or 

value system that we operate in. Because I haven’t heard 

the term ‘value system’ anywhere in the debate so far 

and surely that’s the key driving issue? 

 

Prof. Mark Swilling 

The City of Seoul was founded on a river and in the 50s or 60s they just built 

a road over the river. By the 80s or 90s this was causing havoc because they 

had to continuously fix the roads and infrastructure and they realised it 

would cost an enormous amount to continue to hold back the consequences 

of the river still there in one form or another undermining this brute urban 

infrastructure. It wasn’t just an altruistic decision. There were some fairly 

fundamental economic decisions being taken. They spent $500 million doing 

this stuff, to create a lot of jobs and restructure the identity of the city and 

create a new social gathering point that didn’t exist before and also solved 

the problem that this thing would have started collapsing anyway because 

they just did the wrong thing to nature. I think this does talk to the value 

system. There was a question of leadership basically based on a moral vision. 

So I would argue that without a fundamental shift in our conceptions of 
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justice and what we value most, we won’t get the kind of transition – not just 

respect for one another, which is a rather lacking value in South Africa – but 

respect for nature as a resource that we can work with, rather than against. 

And some people are arguing that reconnection to nature is a key condition 

for rebuilding a social value system that is more cohesive. So there is a 

double moral rejuvenation that is required – human to human and human to 

nature – that opens up a lot of territory for more exploration. 

 

Assoc. Prof. Ralph Hamann 

Just to add to Mark and following on from the institutions and social buy-in 

question – in places like China you don’t need it if the State says you do it; 

they do it, which is why I said that’s not the model we can afford to follow 

here. But I think it’s interesting that if you project a little bit into the future I 

think we can see a time when – in 15-20 years – there will quite possibly be 

a significant backlash by citizens against the state curtailing the carbon 

emissions of individuals. There will be a whole policing regimen of individuals’ 

carbon emissions. My guess is there will quite likely be a surveillance system 

that monitors your carbon emissions. And I think individuals will want to 

resist that because there will be fundamental conflicts between individual 

freedom and collective security, if you will, 

imposed by the states and there will be huge 

challenges for institutions to balance that conflict 

between freedom and collective carbon security. 

The social buy-in will become more and more 

challenging as we as individuals become more 

constrained by carbon.  

 

Regarding value systems, that’s fundamentally what I was getting at when I 

talked about spiritual technology because I think we need to understand how 

we engender and reconsider our own values, because it’s not something 

that’s just given. I think values are something we develop as we go on and 

engender them in our children and in our neighbours and so on. So I just use 

a different term, but I think that it’s fundamentally about values. 
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Dr Russell Wise 

To respond to getting people’s buy-in, what 

we often find in the environmental economics 

field is that putting an economic estimate to 

the environmental costs that people are 

incurring because of environmental 

degradation, more often than not speaks for 

itself. Examples might be improving water 

quality where there are avoided health costs in terms of diarrhoea, cholera. 

And it’s not difficult to get social buy-in into initiatives like that.  

 

In terms of the moral value system I think the Government’s morals and 

values are explicitly stated in its ASGISA and it’s quite concerning that this 

has prevailed and will continue to prevail for a while and I don’t know what 

the solution to that is. In terms of what Ralph was just discussing where 

there might be limitations imposed on individuals for their carbon – the 

transaction costs of monitoring something like that are horrendous and I 

don’t see that being an option for the future. I think the only way to 

decarbonise our economies will be to put a global carbon tax on anything 

that is associated with carbon emissions and it will be reflected in the prices 

of all goods and services, so individuals will have a choice whether or not 

they want to purchase a product that is carbon intensive. It will be a much 

more efficient and effective way of facilitating the move to a decarbonised 

economy. 

 

Peter Willis 

Regarding the question of what matters and what people can be persuaded 

to desire, if we go back to the case of the river instead of the highway, isn’t 

it true that we discover what we really value when we encounter it? I think 

we’ve been through several generations of losing touch with nature for 

example and losing touch with what were core values, and so how do you 

persuade people to re-adopt lost values? 



68 

 

 

 I don’t think it’s very easy to do it conceptually or even through price signal 

as you’re using a non-values oriented signal to try to get a values-response. 

And I think you can only get so far using economics to reignite people’s 

connection to nature and spirit and their neighbours. What I think works is 

actual experience. I read that the temperature around the recovered river in 

Seoul is lower. It’s actually a nicer place to be, and that’s just a physical 

point, but people like being there. If you live in Seoul 

and you remember what it was like before, you have 

lived through something that has changed your values 

about what matters. I’m sure you can now conceive of 

doing this in other ways and in other places. If you live 

in a city where this hasn’t been tried it’s difficult to be 

first one to say that something will improve your life. 

So I’m making a plea for more examples. I know that Mark is a practitioner 

of examples with the Lynedoch Eco Village for example. I think we’re quite 

childlike in the way we change our values. We need them to be tangibly 

represented before it becomes obvious. 

 

Kim (Energy Research Centre, UCT) 

My problem with putting a tax on everything is that it’s a nice way to not 

fundamentally change the way you live. And while we might not reach peak 

oil until 90 years from now, we’re still screwing up the atmosphere whether 

or not we have cheap or expensive oil for 40, 50 or 90 years. We need to do 

something about it and just thinking we can tax everything and that that will 

fix it – we really need to make large-scale lifestyle changes, which goes back 

to your non-carbon economy. 

 

Anthony Black (School of Economics, UCT) 

I think all three speakers mentioned prices, subsidies and incentives, which I 

think is important. I think there’s a lot of scope for smart designing of 

incentives and pricing which will really make a difference in this area. But I 

think we need to not borrow too much from Europe and the U.S. and develop 
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our own kinds of system, which take account of our 

own special situation where we have massive 

problems of poverty and unemployment. And also 

because politically it will be essential that these 

incentives are designed to take account of those. I 

think one cannot disregard ASGISA and make the 

case that we need lower growth rates, because we 

need high growth rates, but we need a completely different trajectory of 

growth, which will be less energy intensive growth. I think it would be good 

for growth to adjust electricity prices to bring about more energy efficient 

growth. 

 

John Cartwright (Centre of Criminology, UCT) 

I want to take up your point, Peter. How do people get 

persuaded about thinking differently? I think that these 

economic pressures are helpful. But I think there is no 

substitute for seeing something working that you didn’t 

know could work. I think it’s extremely important in 

environmental change matters when trying to 

persuade people to think differently, that we focus on 

locally based pilot projects embodying these values in a practical, visible 

way. I think there is no substitute for locally based change as an essential 

element of model building and changing. While at the same the Copenhagen 

conferences go on, we live locally, and we have to see locally as well in 

focussed conceptualised experiments. 

 

Alice Ashwell 

I think it’s about those local examples, but it’s also about sharing them. I 

think it’s an amazing opportunity to come to these talks and be inspired by 

the richness of ideas and alternatives but I find myself, if I have to drive at 

drive time in the evening, turning off the economics programmes because 

they’re so boring and business-as-usual. I really miss Margaret Legum – she 

was one of those few economics types who used to phone in with a different 
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view. I know nothing about economics but I get inspired by the kind of things 

that are shared in places like this. I wonder if we can’t do 

some of that shifting of values on those programmes 

instead of the wretched searching after the same old green 

shoots, if we couldn’t be looking at different green shoots 

in the sort of conversations that are had in these 

interesting gatherings? 

 

 

Prof. Mark Swilling 

On the prices question I would agree – to join that very unpopular group that 

says we should increase energy prices and similarly with other resources. I 

agree with Russell’s commentary. China is already starting to implement a 

surplus surcharge on resources in order to create the incentives for more 

efficient use. South Africans don’t realise that the low energy prices have 

prevented the diversification of our economy. If we increase these prices it 

will have a very positive knock on effect on diversification. There might be 

initial losses of jobs but the long-term diversification is what I don’t see on 

the ASGISA framework.  

 

I agree with the point that the oil peak debate will probably be eclipsed by 

the atmosphere debate. We’ll run out of atmosphere before we run out of oil. 

I think that is going to have different implications for different countries, for 

the kinds of economic strategies that they put in place to respond to that. 

But I don’t really see that conversation happening in the South African 

context. And regarding the South African context when I make a list of the 

kinds of stuff that different sectors in Government and outside Government 

are actually implementing to respond to pressures, whether it’s the Long 

Term Mitigation Scenarios, the Air Quality Act, the Waste Management Act, 

the Water Strategy, the DST Science Plan, bringing sustainability into 

Breaking New Ground, greening the IDP, public transportation, carbon 

taxes… there’s a whole range of stuff that’s happening on a more ad hoc 

basis as different decision makers respond to the thresholds. The thresholds 
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are there and there are responses actually taking place, but how do we add 

these dots up? And who is going to join these dots and start articulating the 

significance of these ad hoc shifts into a wider discourse around 

sustainability? And I think this is where we must pay more attention. 

 

Regarding the local pilots, my wife and I have spent 

ten years building a local pilot and it’s easier said than 

done, but it’s enormously creative. I think there is 

probably room for activists to get together to try to 

identify a series of spaces for implementing these 

alternatives, whether it’s in Philippi, Rondebosch, the 

winelands or the Karoo. But finding ways of 

cooperating to live more sustainably is a wonderful 

experience especially if you’re bringing up children inside this environment. 

But it’s not easy in our regulatory framework. You have to carve out spaces 

for it to work. It’s possible to do but I would strongly encourage that if there 

is a dialogue on how to do this, this is something concrete that could flow, in 

line with the activists in the crowd who want to do something and not just 

talk. 

 

Dr Russell Wise 

In response to the carbon pricing and environmental taxes in general, I think 

the problem is that up until now, they’ve been punitive and haven’t reflected 

the true social and environmental cost. Government has used them as a way 

to generate revenue so there has been no incentive to change behaviour 

because it’s just a little additional tax that doesn’t really bother anyone. But 

when you start to do this appropriately – you put the right tax that reflects 

social costs and also provide alternatives – you’ll have a change in 

behaviour. 

 

With regard to experience and the examples that were given – Costa Rica 

with their forestry incentives and the Korean example of the roads – I keep 

thinking of the classic problem, which is leakage, which no one ever 
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mentions. By leakage I mean that Costa Rica might have a flourishing 

forestry system, but all they did was export the deforestation to their 

neighbours who didn’t have the institutions, and so the nett environmental 

impact has remained the same, if not got worse. I think this is just 

something that people must keep in mind. 

 

Assoc. Prof. Ralph Hamann 

Regarding the examples, I think John raised the issue. Local examples are 

very important, but they don’t have to be geographically specific pilot 

projects. They could be thematic ones like Margaret Legum phoning in to 

Business at 6. I want to focus on the role of academia. I think as academics 

we can play a much more systematic role in fostering these pilots. I think 

you are a great example with the work you do in your Centre for that kind of 

link between theoretical development and linking that into 

real world change at a local level, be that in a township or in 

Parliament. I think that we can develop the role of academia 

more to instigate that kind of learning. 
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Peter Willis (South African Director of the University of Cambridge 

Programme for Sustainability Leadership) 

 

I will first talk about what this WILLIS thing is, 

then in Part 3 I will share some fragments of 

my WILLIS – the world I’d like to live in 

someday. In Part 2 I will tell you about some of 

the assumptions I’m making as I enter the 

WILLIS. 

 

I’ve discovered a huge gap in the middle of our public discourse, globally, 

and locally. Around the gap are all the things we’re familiar with, the way we 

talk about our politics through the media, the way we talk about the 

economy, our families, our groups, our neighbours etc. These are the 

common ways we have of describing to ourselves what’s going on in the 

world and where we’re heading. But there remains a gap regarding the world 

we’d like to live in. We’re just heading there, fairly randomly. This strikes me 

as fairly odd.  

 

There can really only be two reasons for this gap. One is that some much 

cleverer people than me got there first and tried it out and discovered that it 

doesn’t work. Alternatively we’ve just failed to see the hole, or the 

significance of the hole. And even if we have spotted it, we haven’t done 

anything about it. 

 

Well, not quite. There are two striking examples in our history. One is the 

American Declaration of Independence, which is a fantastic statement of the 

kind of world they wanted to create and live in. And the example closer to 

home is the Freedom Charter – a wonderful, inspiring vision naming the 

things we want to be in South Africa that we see as possible. 

 

In both cases they provided an extraordinary stimulus for radical 

transformational change and extraordinary courage, bravery and persistence. 
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We painted this picture of what we wanted and this made it very easy to 

stick to the Freedom Charter and it made it very easy for people in South 

Africa to organise in a decentralised way to achieve a common purpose 

because it was clear what we were going for. One person, one vote. We’re all 

the same; we’re all worth the same. But whatever discourse there was that 

led to the publishing of the Freedom Charter, this document hasn’t changed 

in all these years. That’s good on the one hand, but on the other hand, the 

discourse has died away. There is no conversation. We are not remaking the 

Freedom Charter on a daily annual basis. I’m not looking to make the WILLIS 

like that. I’m not looking for a document; it’s the discourse I’m after because 

I think there is something powerful here. 

 

It struck me that you can tell that we’re missing what should be in that hole 

in South Africa because the political discourse is being pumped up with 

people like Julius Malema. They are examples of what is becoming quite 

common where someone from the ruling party will lob a statement into the 

public domain that we should do something or that something should stop. 

Whereas privately we might disagree, publicly these things are allowed to sit 

on the table for too long because there is nothing to hold them up against. 

How do you assess the validity in public discourse of these statements when 

we don’t have a discourse saying where we are going? There’s just a vague 

notion that we’re trying to get to a place where there’s a better life for all – 

this is about as much as we get out of the election campaigns every five 

years. But I think we’re missing the sounding board for intelligent public 

leadership. 

 

What I do when I enter the WILLIS is I imagine myself 10-15 years into the 

future and a critical thing I have to do first, I go to my feelings centre and 

make sure I’m feeling good. Because this is the world I’d like to live in; not 

the world I fear I might have to live in. I go to exactly the same place as I 

am in now except that I’m in the future. I then notice what I notice in my 

world and I start to process that through my intellect. These journeys don’t 

last very long, even just a few seconds. They’re impressions I’m getting.  
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It doesn’t work to do this when you’re not feeling good. I’m not doing this 

WILLIS stuff because I’m not enjoying today. I actually like my life. This is 

about ‘we can do a lot better collectively’. And part of liking my life today is 

part of a conscious process.  

 

So I connect with my feelings and check with my 

intellect. Occasionally I do it the other way round. 

For instance if I’m reading a newspaper article, I’ll 

think how I would I like this issue to be in 10-15 

years time. And then I insert the feeling. 

Sometimes the feeling is immediately there. At 

other times the intellect says something, but the feeling doesn’t follow, so I 

tend not to prioritise those.  

 

So this is a personal process, which is different from the Freedom Charter 

and the Declaration of Independence. My wish is that people follow this 

personal process and then talk to each other. I think we’ll find there’s a lot of 

overlap.  

 

I think that I’m doing this is in two traditions. The first tradition is one I’ve 

been engaged with for the last 30 years, the human potential movement, 

through things like psychotherapy, meditation and yoga. The core idea here 

is that I am more able through what I hold in my consciousness at any 

moment to affect my body, emotions and relationships. This is a core idea of 

the human potential movements and it feels as though that’s what I’m doing 

here, which is being authentic to my inner voice because I believe this is 

valid out there somehow. This is an assumption I’m making. 

 

The other great transition is the human fascination with story and myth. We 

are creatures of stories and myth. We tell ourselves stories all the time from 

cradle to grave about out place in the universe, about where we come from 

and where we’re going. All religions in my humble opinion are stories about 
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our place in the universe. My story might be better than your story right now 

for me. Science is another story that for the last 200-300 years we’ve been 

telling ourselves about our place in the universe and what’s going to happen 

in the future.  

 

I woke up about a year or so ago to the realisation that I spend a lot of my 

time telling scientific stories to groups of executives about what’s happening 

and what’s going to happen in our future. And a lot of the time I’m scaring 

them with that because the scientific story about climate change is quite 

scary. But I realised that what’s going out of my mouth is popping straight 

back in through my ear, which is quite inconvenient and I got quite 

depressed quite often. This raised for me the question that if I’m describing 

this future, I have to live in that. If I’m going to be around in 10-15 years, 

then how will I live in that? This is what started me thinking that that’s up to 

me. So I started to make up these different stories about the future and they 

come from within me but they’re verified by what I know by my intellect is 

possible. So the stories we tell can have a huge grip on us and can shape 

how we run the world. Then there is also checking what we know about 

trends and realities and science. 

 

Regarding the assumptions I’m making, there is really only one big 

assumption that I make when I go forward 10-15 years, and that is that we 

have to have gone through (globally) ‘the great disruption’, or ‘the great 

awakening’, which is the systematic falling apart of the tightly coupled 

systems that have supported us in being this fantastically evolved globalised 

civilised nation despite the people who aren’t a part of it. 

 

With oil starting to become short and very pricey, water problems and food 

security, it seems certain that we will hit heavy turbulence which will show 

up in a number of uncomfortable ways. There will be lots of refugees. There 

will be huge physical dislocation. And more subtle, there will be a massive 

psychological impact of these dislocations and disruptions. One of these is 

what I call ‘the great humbling’ because there’s something incredibly 
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arrogant about our (the middle class’) attitude. This will come down with a 

thump personally and collectively. I think that in addition to creating grief 

and pain, it will fracture a lot of certainties and through the fractures the 

light can come through and new possibility will be born all over the place. 

We’re not used to that. Although everybody in this room is looking to make 

that change. 

 

I’m going to ask you now to sit upright in your chairs and sit comfortably and 

close your eyes and notice your breathing, relax your neck and feel the 

weight of your contact on your chair and on the floor and how you are drawn 

to the earth through gravity and how good that feels. Keep breathing and go 

forward in your imagination to 10-15 years to a place that is special to you, 

near or far, and be aware that you are now in exactly the world you would 

like to live in. It is here, it is now. And look around you in your imagination. 

What are you seeing? What are you hearing?  ... 

Come out of that when you’re ready. And if it feels 

like something you want to store, just tag that 

feeling and that memory and keep it somewhere 

where you can come back to it. 

 

I’ll now share some fragments with you, which are quite random in a way. In 

some cases I’ll give you some of the reasoning that came with them. 

 

1. The first one carried the most feeling energy with it – the shift has 

happened. Like most of you, I’ve been working for years hoping to persuade 

people and the world that we can change the way we do things and we’re 

used to being the minority. It’s changed. We’re on the other side of that 

fence. Now it is so obvious that what we’ve been saying all along has been 

good sense and it is now widely understood that this is what we have to do 

and this is accepted by others now. Do you understand the difference this 

will feel like for us when it comes? And it will come.  
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2. Flowing from that – in the WILLIS what matters is not what you’ve 

accumulated but what you share – a big shift – and particularly what you 

share of your survival skills. There are two basic ideas here. One is that we’ll 

find ourselves in a world where so much of what we’ve taken for granted for 

so long is no longer reliably there for us such as available electricity, petrol at 

the pump, food in the shop and medicines when you need them. So there will 

be something like a war time atmosphere. In my WILLIS there is that sense 

that we have very little that we’re used to. Not only will our willingness to 

share be valued, rather than our ability to accumulate, but one’s survival 

oriented skills will be highly prized. In the WILLIS we’ll make heroes out of 

our rescue workers, health practitioners and our farmers. I see a values shift 

arising out of this, away from personal wealth accumulation to sharing our 

gifts and resources, which makes us human and valuable.  

 

3. The next fragment – ‘blessed are the cultural creatives and the peace 

makers’. I have no doubt that my own version of the WILLIS, which has to 

come into being in the next 15 years, will be a world where the disruption 

leads to large scale dislocation. In the past, when people experienced 

disruption or trauma live persecution or war, they sought greener pastures, 

but now we have no more new pastures. Instead we’ll have the challenge of 

pouring up to nine billion people into an ever shrinking area of habitable 

land. The temptation to xenophobia will be enormous. In my WILLIS I see 

that as refugee communities proliferate, examples will start popping up of 

cases where win-win negotiation, compassion, respect and pragmatism have 

won the day. And the seemingly impossible under stressful conditions has 

actually been achieved. A small number of brave and creative individuals will 

have stepped up to facilitate these encounters, probably working together as 

loose teams. Their successes will be understood to hold incredibly valuable 

learning for other communities in similar situations, and so the notion will 

spread that not every dislocation need end in tears. 

 

(One of the rules I’ve set myself in WILLIS is to transform bleak when I 

imagine a situation.) 
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4. This leads to a further observation. The WILLIS marks the beginning of the 

end of hard technologies’ ascendancy as we realise the central importance of 

social technologies and we begin to master these at great scale. I see an 

important shift away from the assumption that for every problem the hard 

technologies have the answer. It’s becomes clearer to me that our 

civilisation’s dominant views on what a human being is, and how humans can 

live, work and play together are but pale shadows of our true potential. I’ve 

been fascinated by how much personal transformative change and collective 

reorientation is possible within the crucible of a well facilitated group 

conversation. There are many soft technologies that enable this to happen 

and a growing number of practitioners able to use them. In South Africa 

there’s a great deal of dysfunctional group behaviour on display such as 

communal prejudice and violence, exploitative business practices, 

government indifference etc. In the WILLIS I see a mushrooming 

understanding that among us we have the capability and the technologies to 

create better collective outcomes and we must use them and do that.  

 

I’ve always been interested in the paranormal/psychic phenomenon. I’ve 

grown up in a world where the human ability to intuit and know stuff that it 

can’t apparently know is very marginal knowledge and probably wrong 

according to mainstream understanding. That is starting to shift. There is a 

lot of scientific analysis that shows that we can’t disprove it. I’m wondering 

what this will be like in 10-15 years if this is considered to be valuable 

information and what a resource that will be.  

 

5. In the WILLIS the feminine voice of care has reached well into our politics 

and governance is now also being articulated in our economics. I imagine a 

world where the value of human caring, one for another, as an enabler of 

genuine, peaceful creative development has been established without doubt, 

intellectually and politically. I see this quite clearly despite the fact that our 

recent history has been one dominated by male habits, of competition and 

violence and the idea that success comes from being tough, which comes 



82 

 

from the denial of one’s feelings and one’s fellow feelings. When I read this 

again I thought that it was silly that we’ve been submissive to this idea all 

this while. But the remnants of this world view lie all around us today. I 

anticipate that this world view will crumble fast. 

 

6. There is a strong focus on supporting the first five years of childhood. This 

one is dear to me because I’ve felt for a long time that as whole societies we 

seem to miss what many individual parents regard as obvious, namely that 

in order to grow happy, confident, socially adjusted adults is to invest in 

supporting them while they are small children. This is such a no brainer. If 

you invest in them when they are younger, you don’t get what we tend to 

get so much of in adolescents and beyond. Middle-class parents these days 

often spend large amounts of resources on doing this; but the need is more 

acute for poorer families. So I envisage really good 

nursery care for all, especially for the children of the 

poor, where the children not only learn basic skills 

and play but also learn how to be sociable and solve 

conflicts without violence. 

 

7. Masculine energy is showing up differently.  While the caring 

characteristics traditionally associated with the feminine are being given 

greater prominence, my hunch is this will favour many of the feminine 

characteristics of care and repair rather than the male characteristics of just 

throwing it out and getting or capturing another one. But we men need a 

role. I see that the roles of protector, life saver, rescuer, repairman, are 

undergoing a renaissance. They have real status. There’ll be plenty of work 

for men in these roles as our current systems start to fail us. I see all of 

these as roles that channel testosterone and the man’s natural wish to 

protect those close to him, but without descending into competitive violence. 

I see this switch in roles showing up vigorously in young men, whom society 

deliberately prepares for these roles. There is an ocean of useful work to be 

found in these four roles alone. And staying with the idea of young men... 
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8. Since we’ve started to grasp the truth that there is no ‘away’; we have 

one finite planet. We’re learning fast that throwing stuff away is a nonsense. 

We not only expect products to be made and re-made in closed loop cycles, 

which is part of the WILLIS, we do the same with people. We recognise that 

throwing someone away in a prison for 10 years is both ineffective and 

wasteful. I believe that the true measure of the overall health of a society is 

how the weakest are treated. If the WILLIS is truly to be a WILLIS, prisoners 

along with small children, the sick, the elderly and differently-abled will have 

to be held in a different regard and treated in very different ways. I know 

that this is the true journey that awaits us. I admit that I haven’t yet filled 

out this aspect of the WILLIS but I believe we have to go there. 

 

9. I wanted to address sport in my WILLIS but I kept running into difficulties 

because I’m unable to penetrate the future of sport. I am not ready to move 

beyond this evolutionary backwater just yet even though there’ve been 

plenty of occasions when I’ve turned off the TV in a state of disgust and 

depression wondering how I’d let myself go so completely in 90 minutes, but 

that’s really only when we’ve lost. But at the moment I’m not able to wish it 

any other way. 

 

10. We have slowed down. I’m talking particularly about the middle, busy 

classes. I think this is entirely plausible given the way our life support 

systems will be stressed and collapsing. Speed has been an invention of the 

coal and oil era. With them came the possibility of mass production and 

movement at speeds faster than that of a galloping horse – which is what 

speed meant to our forbearers. It’s hard for us to grasp how tight the bond is 

between energy concentrated resources and machinery and the fast-paced 

lifestyles we’ve taken for granted; the amount we expect to pack into a day; 

the letters you expect to write now that we have e-mail. While I fully expect 

us to create a new global energy regime based primarily on renewable 

energies, this will take some time to get going. In the meantime we will 

experience the old systems failing. For the privileged few there will be more 

occasions when speed will become a luxury. We will slow down. We will get 
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less done in a day. What an adjustment that will be. We can see this as an 

horrendous constraint, as a denial of our freedom, or as a doorway into a 

reprioritisation and a rediscovery of what matters most. I choose the latter. 

 

11. There is less fear. Fear is something I’ve wrestled with all my life and 

I’ve had very few real dangers to be fearful of. But that hasn’t stopped me. 

I’ve feared a lot of things in my life, big and small. For whatever reason, I 

feel close to fear and I have a lot of sympathy with others when they move 

into fear as a response to unexpected events and there will be a lot of those. 

I’m convinced that there is a viable alternative to the fear response. In the 

simplest terms I believe that most forms of fear have their root in the fear of 

dying; of being nothing in the universe. This makes it a spiritual matter for 

me. I can move beyond fear if I understand my place in the universe as one 

that does not end with my physical death. That’s just a story that I may 

choose to tell myself. I do tell myself a story where my death is not the end 

of it because that would be too bleak for me and increase my fear so I deal 

with it by telling myself a different story. I’m sure there are many other ways 

by which courageous people transcend their fear, but I want to include fear 

because as we head into the turbulence that I see coming in the next 

decade, we will have plenty of opportunity to deal with fear. So in the WILLIS 

there is a rapidly evolving culture of confidence in our transcendent nature 

that shows up in our calm refusal to let fear obscure compassion for 

ourselves and others. 

 

In the remaining minute we’ll do one more WILLIS exercise together. Regain 

that posture of composed relaxation. Notice your breathing. Go forward in 

your imagination to a different place or maybe the same place, wherever you 

feel you’d like to be in 10-15 years in the world you’d most like to live in. 

And start noticing. Come back when you’re ready. 
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Prof Clifford Shearing (Director of the Centre of Criminology, UCT) 

 

It’s wonderful to be here for the inauguration of the 

WILLIS series. It was only a few months ago that I 

encountered Peter Willis, which left an enormous 

impression on me and left me wondering who he was. 

The occasion of my encounter was a talk by Peter at a 

series in honour of the life of Harold Wolpe. As he was 

going to do it with you now, he introduced us to the WILLIS by asking us to 

break into pairs and spend a few minutes as couples. He invited us to free 

ourselves from the limitations of our ingrained patterns of thought and use 

the space to be the imaginative and creative human beings he told us we 

really were. The effect of this simple invitation of this hailing out was 

extraordinary because Peter transformed this diverse audience into a group 

of creative adventurers, adventurers exploring the future. To use the 

Australian Aboriginal term – ‘we were dreaming together; dreaming our 

world’. This dreaming literally burst into my world. I saw right before my 

eyes a miracle and another little miracle as these couples reported back on 

what they had been dreaming. And their dreams were extraordinary and we 

found that through our dreamings we could let go of our existing boundaries 

that he has talked about. So what happened was not simply cognitive, but 

new ways of being, new sensibilities out of which we were dreaming and 

which this dreaming was at the same time creating. It is this idea of 

sensibilities that I think Peter has been drawing our attention to – what he 

has been saying about myths and stories and story-telling.  

 

The issue of sensibilities and their relationship to stories is important, and I’d 

like to talk about this, and in doing so I’d like to change gears and go to 

another time and place and share with you a conversation I had with a 

political scientist, David Bailey, who had been doing research on police in the 

US. 
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He reported a conversation he had overheard between a police rookie and a 

veteran in which the veteran had offered the rookie a piece of advice – when 

you go about our work, you should always act as if you’re on vacation. This 

stopped me in my tracks and I struggled to understand what kind of advice 

this was. It wasn’t an instruction; it didn’t set out what the rookie should do 

when dealing with drunks or making arrests.  

 

So what was this veteran police officer saying? I concluded that that feeling 

or way of being when you’re on vacation, when you feel laid back and 

relaxed and you’re not rushing around doing things – constitute that 

particular feeling and then act out of it. Doing policing well is not about doing 

this or that, it’s about establishing a particular way of being and in using this 

rather vague set of instructions to direct your actions. As I thought about this 

I began to think about that nebulous thing, which is often called police 

culture, and concluded that the conventional conception of police culture as a 

recipe book or set of instructions wasn’t very helpful. This shift in focus had 

huge implications for policy and how we should act. It meant that the 

conventional way of seeking to change the ‘recipes’, e.g. of changing internal 

police regulations would have very limited success. Police culture, I 

concluded, isn’t a recipe book at all. It’s a book of fairy tales; a book of 

myths to use Peter’s term. Police culture was constituted and given 

expression through stories that were told and retold which created a certain 

sensibility, maybe a masculine sensibility as Peter talked about. So if the 

police were to change the things they did, they needed to change the stories 

they told.  

 

And this is what I think Peter is inviting us to do – he’s inviting us to develop 

new stories. What Peter has been encouraging us to do is changing our 

stories by hailing out ourselves quite differently and imagine what our world 

would be like if we embodied different ways of being. For me, he is asking us 

to imagine how we would be and then what this being-ness would do if we 

loved and honoured this magnificent planet.  
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To explore this further I’m going to return to the present and leave my 

conversation with David Bailey a couple of decades ago and return to 

October of this year, last month, when it was announced that Elinor Ostrom 

had won the Nobel Prize for economic science. This announcement was a 

shock to many, especially to economists who could think of many more 

deserving candidates and many had not even heard of her. It was also 

argued that the Nobel Prize was becoming less of a scientific prize and more 

of a political prize. 

 

Soon after the prize was announced I read a blog of economic students that 

spoke about the stupid Nobel jury. The blog ended quite abruptly with the 

comment that went along these lines ‘if you haven’t heard of Elinor Ostrom, 

perhaps it’s not the Nobel jury that’s stupid, but you who are stupid along 

with your teachers who have been teaching you economics and haven’t 

exposed you to the work of Elinor Ostrom. What your teachers have 

encouraged you to do is to think within a paradigmatic box and stay within 

its bounds. Indeed they have taught you so well that you don’t even know 

that you are in a box. And this paradigm is being challenged today in 

fundamental ways and we’ve crossed out of it.’ 

 

Ostrom and her work has echoed President Bill Clinton – when he was asking 

his campaign what his focus should be – the response was reportedly ‘it’s the 

economy, stupid’. However, Elinor has echoed this but she hasn’t left it there 

and has gone on to question what kind of economy it should be and what 

kind of theoretical understandings should be driving our thinking about how 

we engage earth systems for our well-being as we proceed more deeply into 

the 21st century.  

 

Ostrom’s work is often associated with the work of Garret Hardin and a 

classic piece of his from 1986 entitled ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’. 

Hardin’s definition of a tragedy is interesting and worth reading. He quotes 

Whitehead, the philosopher, as saying that ‘the essence of dramatic tragedy 
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is not unhappiness; it resides in the solemnity of the remorseless working of 

things without change’.  

 

Two of the themes in Hardin’s paper are particularly 

important today as we begin to face the enormous 

environmental changes of a century that will be the 

environmental century. And both these challenges 

are central to Ostrom’s work. The one is the necessity 

of moving away from the reliance that Hardin calls 

‘technical solutions’ to master our challenges. Hardin defines a ‘technical 

solution’ as ‘a change only in techniques of the natural scientists demanding 

little or nothing in the way of change in human values or ideas of morality’. 

Hardin claims we need more than technical solutions if we are to face up to 

the tragedy of our commons. The second theme in Hardin’s paper is the 

importance of moving away or ‘exorcising’ the spirit of Adam Smith, the 

economist that hangs like a huge being over our existence at the moment. 

Hardin defines this spirit as ‘the tendency to assume that decisions reached 

individually will in fact be in the best interests of an entire society’.  

 

Both of these themes are central to Ostrom’s work. A phrase used to 

describe her work to capture the essence of her position was ‘it’s people, 

stupid’. Ostrom argues that if we move beyond the tragedy of the commons 

we must look to the successes of people; to what people have done to 

successfully protect ‘common pool resources’. From this learning we must 

find ways to articulate ‘new design principles’ that are not Adam Smith’s, to 

move us forward. And Ostrom’s advice is important as we begin to think how 

we are going to engage the pool resources of our planet differently. It is this 

understanding and relevance that the Nobel jury recognised in awarding 

Ostrom the prize and it was far from stupid and it was certainly not being 

politically correct. Rather it was being enormously insightful.  

 

What Ostrom encourages us to do is what Peter encourages us to do as we 

seek out new economies that will engage our planet in different ways and 
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draw on the wisdom of people who have done this for a long time from 

particular places and particular times as we hail out in ourselves new earth 

friendly sensibilities that allow us to do a WILLIS. For Ostrom the solution is 

not Hardin’s solution; it is not to privatise the commons or to centralise 

regulation.  What is required is a mix of national, local and global regulation, 

unified by different sensibilities and values that cherish the planet as a 

commons.  

 

This is the challenge that Peter has set for us tonight. Fortunately he has 

done more than set out to challenge us and has gone further by offering us a 

way forward in tackling it and has offered us WILLIS as an example of the 

sort of pathway we need to explore as we seek to shift ourselves and our 

economies to ensure that we engage our planetary commons quite 

differently. Peter’s message, like Clinton’s, is that it’s most definitely the 

economy, stupid. But that we have to re-imagine this; re-imagine how we 

engage earth systems to produce well-being through new sensibilities.  

 

Thank you Peter, and thank you Brenda for bringing us all here this evening. 

 

 

Peter Willis 

Would you form yourselves into twos or threes and share something of what 

came out. I’ll give you two-three minutes to share any highlights that came 

to you during those two quiet periods, or anything else. 

 

 

Questions and Answers 

 

 

Alex (Independent sustainability consultant)  

You spoke initially about searching for the ‘great 

humbling’. My question is whether the economic 

crisis that we’re in now not a form of a humbling? 
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My second point is a challenge to your concept that we will slow down and do 

less in the future. I’ve been told that the total country intelligence of all 

species has been escalating at such a rate that it doubles once every 365 

days. With such technological and intellectual capacity increasing all the 

time, how can we really slow down? 

 

In Roman times they used to have sports that were competitive and that 

were often to the death. Now we have sports that are competitive but we still 

stay alive after. Maybe in the future sport will become even more passive. 

 

Peter Willis 

I think that the financial crisis was a little humbling but I don’t think it’s at 

the right scale yet to be a ‘great humbling’. So this is a warm up. 

Regarding the slowing down… My hunch is that as we go forward, everything 

will be possible at the same time. So possibly you’re right. The slowing down 

I’m talking about is at a certain level which is to do with the physical stuff, 

which will start falling apart and it will be difficult to do a lot of the fast stuff 

that we do. Global intelligence may well be speeding up and we have no idea 

what will happen. 

 

John Cartwright (Centre of Criminology, UCT) 

I want to comment on a series of points briefly. Starting with the first one, 

which is recognition that it’s already happened – we’ve already passed a 

turning point. I entirely agree with this. Today I picked up a book by Paul 

Hawking called The New Economy written in 1983 and just from skimming it 

I realised that he’s already talking about that – about the move from mass 

and physicality and products you can touch to information, and the 

implications of that throughout society. I think we are already past that 

point. I think this is quite encouraging and that we can relax in the way Peter 

and Clifford were talking about – in the way that we can make decisions and 

act out of a sensibility of calm and thoughtfulness, what the Buddhists call 

mindfulness, mindfulness with an intellectual tinge. 
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You also talked about a ‘time of dislocation’. This is one of those remarkable 

occasions when it’s useful to be a medievalist. There was a period from just 

before the Modern and after the Medieval that I call Post-Medieval, from 

about 1450-1660. Shakespeare was in the middle of that. There was 

extraordinary turmoil at that time. People were talking with mixed feelings 

about New Men who seemed to be appearing out of nowhere. Shakespeare is 

just one of an extraordinary number of creative minds. We’re now in the 

post. If we look back it’s clear that the ‘modern’ was falling to pieces as a 

concept at least 50 years ago. So this is an in-between and a time of 

extraordinary opportunity. There is the old cliché about turning problems into 

opportunities but under every cliché is a struggling idea trying to make itself 

known. 

 

I think the question of women – I agree. I think our different view of who 

they are, who they may be what they can do – but more who they are is 

probably the most important social, cultural and psychological movement of 

the last 100 years and we’re still coming to terms with it and what it implies 

for both men and women. 

 

Monica Graaf (story teller) 

I hate watching sport on TV and I really don’t get it, so what I say surprises 

even me. I think in the future we need to be kind to ourselves and have a 

sense of humour and cut a lot of slack. There are so many challenges that 

we’ll face so the last thing we want is not to be able to chill out and have fun. 

We are an evolving species and we’re heading towards a moment where we 

are in for big changes and big evolution – very exciting times. Evolution is a 

result of competition and cooperation. Sport is about all of those things – in a 

ritualised way where not too many people get hurt. I think if people want 

sport, if they want to chill, let them – in the future too. 

 

Stephen Davis (Energy Research Centre, UCT)  

As I was doing the exercise I really imagined this great future and my 

experience was that people are happy, content and peaceful. It was a really 
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useful exercise, but the thing that popped into my head was ‘well, what 

then?’ So much of human challenges and what we strive to achieve is based 

on dealing with big problems but if I’m arrived at this nirvana or perfect state 

that I’ve imagined, then what happens from there? 

 

Peter Willis 

This is really important. When I go to the WILLIS it’s really important to 

make it as much like as I want it to be as possible – so to pump that feeling 

energy of goodness into it and somehow there’s a borderline that defines 

what I refer to as ‘lala land’ – because that is impossible to tie back to now 

and ‘then what?’  I think we have to experiment with 

how to patrol that border in ourselves so we are 

fashioning WILLIS’s that are really live and useful 

and rich without tripping over into lala land which 

actually deceives us as much as anyone else we tell 

it to. The other part of ‘what next’ is that as I’m starting to accumulate 

experience – like flying hours in WILLIS – I’m beginning to notice a 

difference in the way I talk and think about problems in the now. That’s the 

interesting ‘what now’ – that I can talk with a different sense of purpose and 

maybe authority about the future that I know a lot of us actually want – 

because we’ve talked to each other, and so this is not just based on my 

private WILLIS. I’m deadly curious to see how we actually do this at scale. 

This is has to be done differently to the way we did scale yesterday because 

we’re in a different phase of what it means to be human and lots of us are in 

a hurry. 

 

Steve 

Getting to the WILLIS scenario I couldn’t help but think ‘how did I get here?’ 

And I’m just wondering – at the recent Climate Change Justice Conference – 

some of the Germans there said that there will be big losses and maybe 

coming from a particularly European background. Are we not 

underestimating what we’ll go through, how hard the system might fight 

back, and what it will take to get to this point in 15 years? And part of that is 
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this hole you’re talking about – this lack of social discourse – is that not also 

part of the system, our current way of thinking, our current way of fighting 

back? The big subject is avoided and that hole is just going to become bigger 

and bigger.  

 

Peter Willis 

As to your last point, that’s why we’re all here tonight, to see if we can’t fill 

that hole, swiftly and well. And I feel quite confident about it. I feel that hole 

to be vacumous – wanting to be filled. I think a 

lot of us are getting seriously interested in the 

future. My personal gamble is that just below the 

surface is a yearning for this kind of world 

creation. Regarding your first question – I don’t 

think I’m underestimating. I’m polite when I talk 

to groups of people about what I think will happen because we don’t know, 

but my guess is there’ll be lots of losses. We’re all going to die. Coming to 

grips with this simple fact is, spiritually, a useful thing to start doing anyway 

but I don’t let that get in the way because I trust myself that I will do 

whatever I reasonably can to prevent pain and suffering for someone else 

where I can. And then, people do die. You put your finger on an important 

point that there is a non-conversation about how bad it’s going to get and 

about how much suffering there will be. And old thinking divides and splits 

and says that my job is to get on the hill so that I won’t be washed out and 

make sure that not too many of them get on the hill too. And I think that a 

part of our job is to inoculate the body politic with a different way of holding 

death and to say ‘I refuse to kick someone off that hill when push comes to 

shove. And we’re all going to die. So let’s all live to our absolute fullest while 

we’re alive’. 

 

Sally 

I think the ‘me, you’ division and the hill is the heart of the matter in how we 

survive together. And yes we will die. Regarding the question of scale, I was 

thinking of appreciative enquiry, which is also that positive energy and 
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bringing it together which did shift Chicago into a very positive place – it’s 

not about me, them or us. So I think there are models of futurist thinking 

that are happening on big scales and just need drivers. 

 

Peter Willis 

That’s a wonderful reminder of the Chicago experiment with appreciative 

enquiry. And the word compassion comes up for me when you talk about the 

‘we, them’ thing, and that led me to Paul Hawken’s book Blessed Unrest. He 

does this extraordinary bit of research around the world where he works out 

that there are between one and two million civil society organisations 

dedicated to conserving nature broadly or social justice and he traces the 

first occasion when a group of people set out to help a group of people that 

they did not know, or that were not their kin and they would probably not 

meet – the slavery abolitionists in Bristol around the 1780s – I find that 

remarkable. That’s incredibly hopefully for me that in that short period from 

about 1800 to now we’ve gone from ‘why would I bother about them over 

there who I’ll never see and who are not my kin?’ to two million 

organisations, some with one million members, who think it quite normal to 

care about species that are not theirs and groups of people who are not their 

kin. So compassion is happening at scale. So in my WILLIS it’s even bigger. 

And it becomes normal. The problem is that we’ve grown up looking in our 

rear view mirror but we’re not made like that.  

 

Richard (International Institute of Sustainable Development) 

When you started, Peter, you gave two examples. You spoke about the 

intellectual process leading towards the formative document. I think there’s a 

better example – Agenda 21. We had the Brundtland Commission that 

brought people together intellectually and on the ground that produced this 

wonderful document Our Common Future, which is 20 years old now and 

then we have Agenda 21, which we seem to have forgotten about. It points 

to the challenge that we have things there but we’re just not doing it. So it’s 

fine to go into a space and envisage a world we want to live in but we 

actually have to do the work. 
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David 

I think this hole you’re talking about is something so 

unbelievable that no one can get their fingers, bodies 

and minds around it. Manila and the Philippines have 

had two metres of water in the last 40 days; parts of 

this world are drying out at such a rate e.g. Kenya, 

that nothing grows. Those people are displaced. At the same time we’re 

looking at another billion people coming into this world… with the water 

resources. We’re talking about electricity; we’re talking about other things. 

The issue of water hasn’t even begun to really surface. I think the enormity 

of where we’re headed – no one can write about it, no one can talk about it, 

because we actually don’t know.  

 

Leonie (journalist and storyteller) 

It’s a privilege to be here. My concern is that evolutionary biologists tell us 

that we have evolved to not be able to look into the future which is why we 

have this problem in the first place. So as wonderful as WILLIS is, is it not 

impossible this thing that you’re asking us to do? Beyond a small group like 

this where we can practise it and go against our nature, how do we take it 

more broadly when it is so difficult for us to do, when we’re not evolved to 

think in this way?  

 

Peter Willis 

Richard, your point about Agenda 21 is a really nice example of a 

participative visioning process that ended up with something specific and 

solid. While all of that is wonderful the problem for me is that it is a 

document and it’s got organisations wrapped around it. I’m not saying that 

we shouldn’t be using and referring to that document, but I am after a 

sustained global conversation; a discourse; not a document. Because I can 

see the problem with documents – they mark a specific point in time. Look at 

the Bible. Look at Agenda 21. They have great power but that power is also 
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part of the problem. So that’s a little caveat. I’m looking for something 

substantially different to a document or a tablet. 

I just want to add that what I meant to say – I was talking about the caring 

economy – I read this fantastic book by Riaan Isling, The Real Wealth of 

Nations, where she lays out the economic logic of caring which our dominant 

economics regards as a trivial and marginal cost that you have to pay a wife 

or staff member to care for the children. But it actually works the other way 

– the more you care the more robust your economy and so on is.  

And David, I think your black hole is a different one to my black hole. Yours 

is blacker than mine for a start. One of the existential challenges for our time 

is how do you respond to news like that? We’re all in the thick of that stream 

of news that tells us another bad thing has happened, which is hugely 

challenging. That spiritual work is how you handle the fear. 

Leonie – this WILLIS thing is actually quite difficult. So thank you for 

supporting me as always with good science. Now I’m forgiving myself for not 

being able to stay there for more than ten seconds at a time. But you may be 

barking up an evolutionary very tough tree, but I still think it’s worth it. 

Today I do anyway. 

 

Prof Clifford Shearing 

What I began to think about is that the future comes out of the present. So 

we need to imagine a world we’d like to live in. But we need to do more than 

that. So WILLIS needs to hold hands with the WILLIN – the world I’d like to 

live in now. And perhaps holding hands they’ll be able to move together into 

that future. 
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