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Lombor g chal l enges t he usual  concept i on of  t he col l apse of  
ecosyst ems,  cont r adi ct i ng t he pessi mi st  v i ew of  t he 
Wor l dwat ch I nst i t ut e,  whi ch has been publ i shi ng ever y year  
s i nce 1984 t he book The St at e of  t he Wor l d;  i t  i s  
consi der ed one of  t he most  i mpor t ant  publ i cat i ons about  
envi r onment al  pol i cy,  but  i t  al ways pr omot es a l i t any about  
t he ever  det er i or at i ng envi r onment ,  a f at al i st  v i ew of  t he 
ecol ogy.  
 
Accor di ng t o The Economi st 1,  t her e ar e f our  mai n 
" envi r onment al "  f ear s:   

• Nat ur al  r esour ces ar e r unni ng out .  
• The popul at i on i s  ever  gr owi ng,  l eavi ng l ess and l ess 

t o eat .  
• Speci es ar e becomi ng ext i nct  i n vast  number s:  f or est s 

ar e di sappear i ng and f i sh st ocks ar e col l apsi ng.  
• The pl anet ’ s  ai r  and wat er  ar e becomi ng ever  mor e 

pol l ut ed.   
 
The aut hor  asser t s t hat  manki nd has act ual l y  i mpr oved i n 
ever y measur abl e i ndi cat or  f or  t he l ast  hundr ed of  year s,  
even t hose r el at ed wi t h envi r onment .  But  t hi s  doesn’ t  mean 
t hat  t hese i ndi cat or s ar e good;  i ndeed,  t hey need t o 
i mpr ove even mor e;  t her ef or e,  t her e i s  pl ent y of  r oom f or  
mor e ef f or t s  t owar ds i mpr ovi ng t he envi r onment .   
 
To concei ve mor e st r at egi es,  i t  i s  i mpor t ant  t o be awar e of  
t he r eal  s i t uat i on of  t he wor l d,  i n or der  t o bet t er  f ocus 
our  act i ons.  I n t he aut hor ’ s  own wor ds:   

 
“ Thi s  book at t empt s t o measur e t he r eal  s t at e of  t he wor l d. [ …] I  
wi sh t o gauge t he most  i mpor t ant  char act er i st i cs of  our  st at e of  
t he wor l d- t he f undament al s .  And t hese shoul d be assessed not  on 
myt hs but  on t he best  avai l abl e f act s2.  [ …]  Wi t h t hi s  assessment  
of  t he st at e of  t he wor l d I  wi sh t o l eave t o t he i ndi v i dual  
r eader  t he pol i t i cal  j udgment  as t o wher e we shoul d f ocus our  
ef f or t s3. ”  

 
The mai n appr oach t o under st and how t hi ngs ar e get t i ng 
bet t er  i s  t o under st and t he l ong- r un t r ends of  t he 
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di f f er ent  i ndi cat or s,  beyond t he shor t - r un devi at i ons f r om 
t he t r end.  The l at t er  met hod i s  t he one most  commonl y used 
by t he envi r onment al  or gani zat i ons;  based on shor t - t er m 
t r ends,  r esear cher s of t en est i mat e ver y pessi mi s t i c  f ut ur e 
scenar i os.   
 
For  exampl e,  Lest er  Br own ( f r om t he Wor l dwat ch I nst i t ut e)  
was wor r i ed about  t he 3- year - decl i ne i n wor l d wi de gr ai n 
y i el ds;  he bel i eved t hat  i t  mi ght  have happened because we 
had r eached t he physi ol ogi cal  l i mi t s  of  t he pl ant s,  whi ch 
meant  t he begi nni ng of  st ar vat i on.  Lombor g exami nes Br own’ s 
f i gur es and f ound t hat  even i f  he i s  r i ght  about  t he 3-
year - decl i ne,  t he whol e t r end of  t he ser i es t el l s  a 
di f f er ent  st or y,  one of  sust ai ned gr owt h i n gr ai n y i el ds.    
 
The Li t any publ i shed by Br own suppor t s t he second f ear  we 
ment i oned above.  The t r ut h i s  t hat  t hi s  ext ensi on of  t he 
Mal t husi an t heor y i s  not  r eal :  i n f act ,  t her e has been a 
st eady gr owt h i n t he amount  of  f ood avai l abl e f or  each 
member  of  t he popul at i on4:  t he cal or i e i nt ake has i ncr eased 
24 per cent ,  even i f  t he popul at i on has mor e t han doubl ed 
s i ne 19615.   
 
Besi des t he wr ong use of  st at i st i cs by t he most  i mpor t ant  
envi r onment al  or gani zat i ons,  t he aut hor  cr i t i c i zes t he 
usage of  f al se ( and of t en non ver i f i abl e)  dat a and t he 
mi si nt er pr et at i on of  t he f i gur es accor di ng t o t he gl oomy 
poi nt  of  v i ew of  t hese i nst i t ut i ons.  For  i nst ance,  Cl aude 
Mar t i n,  pr esi dent  of  t he Wor l d Wi de Fund ( WWF)  c l ai ms t hat  
“ def or est at i on has been accel er at i ng i n t he l ast  30 
year s6” .  Usi ng of f i c i al  dat abases f r om t he FAO Pr oduct i on 
Year books ( f r om t he UN) ,  Lombor g f i nds t hat  t he ar ea 
cover ed by f or est s has not  changed much si nce 1950 ( f r om 
1961 i t  has f al l en 0. 44 per cent age poi nt s) .  Even i f  t he 
UN’ s est i mat es pr edi ct  a r educt i on of  t hi s  ar ea,  t he most  
pessi mi st i c  f i gur es show a 20% decl i ne.  So,  f or est s  ar e not  
di sappear i ng.   
 
I n consequence,  Bj ør n Lombor g t r i es t o pr ovi de ver i f i abl e,  
of f i c i al  and easy- t o- f i nd st at i st i cs,  i n or der  t o chal l enge 
t he r eader  t o make hi s own j udgment ;  i n f act ,  t he book has 
2930 not es t hat  f ul l y  document  t he aut hor ’ s  asser t i ons.   
 
One of  t he mai n i nnovat i ons about  Lombor g’ s envi r onment al  
anal ysi s i s  t hat  he eval uat es bot h t he cost s and t he 
benef i t s  of  a cer t ai n f act  or  pol i cy.  For  exampl e,  t al k i ng 
about  f or est s,  he decl ar es:  

“ I f  a consi der ed pol i t i cal  deci s i on i s  t o be made about  how much 
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f or est  we want  t o have i n t he wor l d,  i t  i s  cr uci al  f or  us t o 
have a compr ehensi ve v i ew of  t he ar gument s f or  and agai nst  
expl oi t at i on of  t he f or est s7”  

 
I n gener al ,  Lombor g t r i es t o i nt egr at e t o t he envi r onment al  
anal ysi s an economi c one,  consi der i ng di f f er ent  t r ade- of f s  
of  a cer t ai n pol i cy.   
 
Consi der i ng t he pr obl em of  t he supposed scar ci t y  our  
nat ur al  r esour ces,  Lombor g af f i r ms t hat  we ar e not  
over expl oi t i ng our  r enewabl e r esour ces ( f ood,  f or est s,  
wat er ) .  Concer ni ng our  non- r enewabl e r esour ces,  such as 
ener gy and r aw mat er i al s,  sophi s t i cat ed di scover y met hods 
have pr ovi ded us wi t h i ncr easi ng suppl y,  even i n a cont ext  
of  gr owi ng consumpt i on:  

“ Whi l e non- r enewabl e r esour ces ar e i n pr i nci pl e exhaust i bl e,  
mor e t han 60 per cent  of  our  consumpt i on consi st s  of  r esour ces 
wi t h r eser ves of  200 year s or  mor e8”  

 
Regar di ng pol l ut i on,  t he l ast  of  t he mai n envi r onment al  
f ear s,  Lombor g shows t hat  t he concent r at i ons of  t he maj or  
ai r  pol l ut ant s have di mi ni shed i n t he West er n wor l d;  even 
i f  i n t he devel opi ng wor l d ai r  pol l ut i on has got  wor se,  t he 
aut hor  al so bel i eves t hat  i n t he l ong r un,  t hese count r i es 
woul d al so br i ng down i t s  ai r  cont ami nat i on,  f ol l owi ng t he 
mor e devel oped wor l d’ s l ead.   
 
The achi evement  of  f eedi ng t he gr owi ng popul at i on i n l ess 
ar ea r epr esent s a t r ade- of f :  t he i ncr easi ng use of  
f er t i l i zer s has al l owed us t o pr eser ve f or est s f r om 
agr i cul t ur al  use,  but  i t  has al so cont ami nat ed some par t s 
of  mar i ne wat er  because of  t he nut r i ent s t hat  t hose 
f er t i l i zer s have.  On aver age,  however ,  coast al  wat er s have 
i mpr oved t hei r  qual i t y.   
 
The book i s  di vi ded i n s i x  par t s,  t he f i r st  act s as an 
i nt r oduct i on i n or der  t o hel p us under st and t he mai n 
obj ect i ves and appr oach of  t he book,  and how i t  di f f er s 
f r om t he met hods of  t he most  i mpor t ant  envi r onment al  
or gani zat i ons.  Par t  I I  and par t  I I I  ar e ver y economi cal l y-
or i ent ed,  because t hey consi der  sever al  demogr aphi c  i ssues.  
Par t  I V and Par t  V ar e mor e envi r onment al l y- or i ent ed and 
par t  VI  i s  a gener al  concl usi on of  t he book.   
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