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Are we living in the best times

or the worst times? 



Times have never been better

- Most people in the world are living longer, healthier lives

- Most people are better fed, better educated and richer

- Most people live safer, freer and more peaceful lives

- Humanity has never been as wealthy, skilled or 

interconnected

- For the first time in human history, we have the knowledge

and resources to solve the world’s major problems

- The world is on track to eliminate extreme poverty by 2035



And times have never been worse

- 2.5 billion people are very poor (= 1950 world population)

- We are reaching peak production of water, food and fossil fuels 

- It may be too late to prevent runaway climate change

- We have begun the sixth mass extinction of life on Earth

- If we continue with Business As Usual, our complex societies           

may start to collapse by mid-century, resulting in the

eventual death of billions of people from starvation, 

disease and wars over increasingly scarce resources 



Who is right, the optimists or

the pessimists?



The two major trends shaping global events—

worsening problems and emerging solutions

—are interconnected.

Growing crises will soon reach tipping points that 

focus attention on the existence of both dangerous 

threats and viable solutions.

Then—and only then—will most leaders begin to 

make transformational decisions.



Is it possible to predict the future? 





A common mistake is to believe that the future will
be a more advanced version of the present: that things 
develop in a linear (straight/sequential) fashion.

But developments do not take place in isolation:
a change in one area causes changes elsewhere, and
while some developments have little impact, others are 
transformational.





Non-linear change 

















New technologies





Major disruptive convergences

- Between artificial intelligence and human 

intelligence (e.g. ‘the global brain’)

- Between software and biology (e.g. genetic 

engineering)

- Between machines and human bodies (e.g. 

implants, exoskeletons)

- Between virtual and physical (e.g. virtual 

reality learning)



New disruptive technologies

- Robotics

- Biotechnology

- Nanotechnology

- 3D and 4D printing

- Smart devices

- Smart cities, smart farms, etc.

- Internet of Everything/Intelligent Web

- Artificial Intelligence

- Virtual reality

- Body-Machine Convergence



Some experts predict that computers will 

be smarter than humans by 2030. 

Optimists believe that most problems will 

be solved as the world becomes more 

interconnected, knowledgeable and 

intelligent.

But pessimists disagree.



Artificial Intelligence will be used to create 

more deadly autonomous weapons



Will we control smart machines or

will smart machines control us?





Technological solutions
cannot fix

social problems!



Trends and tipping points



Economic risks



The Global Financial Crisis was the result of the 
deregulation and increasing power of the 

financial sector. This has encouraged a
shift from productive investments

to speculation.





The Global Financial Crises was an opportunity 
for governments to restructure the economy: 
- to stop dangerous  financial speculation
- to reduce social inequity
- to encourage environmentally and socially 

beneficial investments.

Because this opportunity was missed, the 
underlying problems remain.





In the US the top 1% has captured 95% of 

the income gained since the financial crisis.



Global debt was $155 trillion in 2008 

- it is now $200 trillion

e.g. China's debt to GDP ratio is now 282%

Its debt has quadrupled since 2007

to $28 trillion





1st prediction

In the near future growing asset and debt bubbles
will produce another financial crash.

Because many governments are running out of
financial tools for stimulating growth, the next crash
will overwhelm financial institutions and create a
global depression.



Climate, water and food risks







Finite resources
• One planet…finite resources

– All water: 1,390 km diameter (All fresh surface water: 62 km)

– All air: 1,999 km across; Source: Dr Adam Nieman





Demand for food, water, and energy will grow by approximately 35, 

40, and 50 percent respectively owing to an increase in the global 

population and the consumption patterns of an expanding middle 

class.

Nearly half of the world’s population will live in areas experiencing 

severe water stress. 

NIA, Global Trends 2030











"We're looking at a scenario where there's no

more agriculture in California…. I don't actually

see how they can keep their cities going.”

U.S. Secretary of Energy Steven Chu (2009)



The Green Revolution (1960s) required more inputs of water and 

fertiliser. Now more food must be produced with fewer inputs. 

To do this, water and food waste must be reduced, new drought-

and pest-resistant crops introduced, and more holistic farming 

methods used.



2nd prediction

Depleted aquifers, overdrawn rivers, climate change and 
degrading ecosystems will cause growing water and food 
shortages.

The poorest people in the world will suffer most from 
rising prices.

Worsening hunger and poverty will increase social 
conflicts and wars.



Energy and minerals risks











The world is not running out of resources—there is 

plenty of fresh water in the Antarctic and abundant 

supplies of undiscovered oil and minerals under the 

ocean and deep underground.

Humanity is running out of cheap, available resources.



Although the cheapest supplies of fossil fuels have 

already been used, half remain in the ground.

Our dilemma:

- if we don’t burn the remaining fossil fuels, the global 

economy will contract and possibly collapse;

- if we use them we will trigger runaway climate change 

and destroy our environment and civilisations. 





The renewable sector is growing rapidly, with 

$250 billion in annual investments.

However, another $1 trillion of investments will 

have to be made every year between now and 

2050 to meet energy and climate needs.



3rd prediction

The costs of accessing fossil-fuel energy will steadily rise. 
Rising energy prices will in turn drive up the cost of food
and other products and reduce growth.

Shortages of many critical minerals will also develop.

Alternative sources—e.g. algae biofuels—are not being 
developed quickly enough to prevent shortages.

Unless these problems are resolved, they will end global 
growth and cause a deepening global depression.



Implications of combined risks





4th prediction

The interconnected problems of unsustainable financial 
speculation, environmental degradation, and resource 
shortages cannot be solved within the current paradigm.

Crises will worsen until the global political-economy is 
restructured to prioritise environmentally and socially 
beneficial outcomes over short-term financial profits.



From crises to transformation



Sustainability is not an option but a 

requirement for survival



TECHNOLOGY USE

The Global Trends 2030 report – published in 2012 – identifies the 

technologies below as...

“Likely to be at the forefront of maintaining



Many improvements can and will be made

to existing methods of production and 

consumption, e.g. increasing energy efficiency; 

reducing water and food waste; recycling 

materials.

But they will not be enough to prevent 

environmental and social collapse.



To create a sustainable global economy,

10- to 20-fold eco-efficiency

improvements are needed by 2050.

This will require the complete redesign of not

only our economy but also our culture: the 

transformation of our consumer society

into a conserver society.





These are national security issues.

People will not be passive in the face of increasing 

environmental and economic crises.

They will demand that governments take action to 

avert the potentially catastrophic threats posed by 

climate change and resource shortages.



Now India has more mobiles than 

toilets.

How long before the mobiles are 

used to demand better sanitation?



The crises will also accelerate the 

development and introduction of 

constructive solutions.





By the end of the decade major interventions will be 

unavoidable. For example:

- Carbon taxes and/or restrictions (to reduce pollution)

- Geoengineering (to reduce global warming)

These interventions will provoke widespread debate

—a process that will increase global awareness of both 

problems and solutions.



Global transformation is possible because

new systems-based views, values

and technologies are

rapidly emerging.















Awareness of global risks—and opportunities—is rapidly 

growing in many sectors of society: e.g. business, defence, 

science, religious organisations and environmental NGOs. 

These groups are networking and incubating new leaders with 

21st century policies.

In the coming decades it is likely that major events—e.g. food

or energy shortages—will create tipping points that shift the 

political and business climate, enabling visionary leaders to 

make transformational changes.



Global structural change will be a complex and 

contested process, lasting decades.

However, once the process of transformation 

has begun, the pace of change will accelerate, 

with decisive shifts likely to take place

before 2035.



There is no guarantee that crises will lead to constructive 

change rather than conflict and collapse. We must work 

together to ensure safe and successful outcomes.  

We need:

- a clear vision (of a sustainable global system)

- a realistic strategy for global transformation

- credible leaders from every sector and 

community

- a united global movement



Change begins with vision and hope: 

with the realisation that a peaceful, just

and sustainable world is not only

necessary but achievable.






