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Lonmborg chal | enges the usual conception of the coll apse of
ecosyst ens, contradicting the pessimst view of the
Worl dwatch Institute, which has been publishing every year
since 1984 the book The State of the Wrld;, it is
considered one of the nost inportant publications about
envi ronnental policy, but it always pronotes a |itany about
the ever deteriorating environnent, a fatalist view of the
ecol ogy.

According to The Econom st?, there are four mai n
"environnental " fears:

e Natural resources are running out.

e The population is ever growing, |eaving |ess and |ess
to eat.

e Species are becom ng extinct in vast nunbers: forests
are di sappearing and fish stocks are coll apsing.

e The planet’s air and water are becomng ever nore
pol | ut ed.

The author asserts that mankind has actually inproved in
every measurable indicator for the last hundred of years,
even those related with environnent. But this doesn’t nean
that these indicators are good; indeed, they need to
I nprove even nore; therefore, there is plenty of room for
nore efforts towards inproving the environnent.

To conceive nore strategies, it is inportant to be aware of
the real situation of the world, in order to better focus
our actions. In the author’s own words:

“This book attenpts to neasure the real state of the world.[.]]
wi sh to gauge the nost inportant characteristics of our state of
the worl d-the fundanmentals. And these should be assessed not on

myths but on the best available facts? [.] Wth this assessnent
of the state of the world | wish to leave to the individual
reader the political judgnment as to where we should focus our
effortss”

The main approach to understand how things are getting
better is to wunderstand the long-run trends of the
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different indicators, beyond the short-run deviations from
the trend. The latter nmethod is the one nost commonly used
by the environmental organizations; based on short-term
trends, researchers often estimate very pessimstic future
scenari os.

For exanple, Lester Brown (from the Worldwatch Institute)
was worried about the 3-year-decline in world wide grain
yi el ds; he believed that it m ght have happened because we
had reached the physiological limts of the plants, which
meant the beginning of starvation. Lonmborg exam nes Brown’s
figures and found that even if he is right about the 3-
year-decline, the whole trend of +the series tells a
di fferent story, one of sustained growh in grain yields.

The Litany published by Brown supports the second fear we
menti oned above. The truth is that this extension of the
Mal t husian theory is not real: in fact, there has been a
steady growth in the amount of food available for each
menber of the popul ation*: the calorie intake has increased
24 percent, even if the population has nore than doubl ed
sine 1961°.

Besi des the wong use of statistics by the nost inportant
environnmental organizations, the author «criticizes the
usage of false (and often non verifiable) data and the
msinterpretation of the figures according to the gloony
poi nt of view of these institutions. For instance, C aude
Martin, president of the Wirld Wde Fund (WAF) cl ains that
“deforestation has been accelerating in the last 30
years® . Using official databases from the FAO Production
Year books (from the UN), Lonborg finds that the area
covered by forests has not changed nuch since 1950 (from
1961 it has fallen 0.44 percentage points). Even if the
UN s estimates predict a reduction of this area, the nost
pessimstic figures show a 20% decline. So, forests are not
di sappeari ng.

In consequence, Bjgrn Lonborg tries to provide verifiable,
of ficial and easy-to-find statistics, in order to challenge
the reader to nmake his own judgnent; in fact, the book has
2930 notes that fully docunment the author’s assertions.

One of the nmmin innovations about Lomborg’s environmenta
analysis is that he evaluates both the costs and the
benefits of a certain fact or policy. For exanple, talking

about forests, he declares:
“1f a considered political decision is to be made about how much
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forest we want to have in the world, it is crucial for us to
have a conprehensive view of the arguments for and against
exploitation of the forests”

In general, Lonborg tries to integrate to the environnmental
anal ysis an econom c one, considering different trade-offs
of a certain policy.

Considering the problem of the supposed scarcity our
nat ur al resour ces, Lomborg affirms that we are not
overexploiting our renewable resources (food, forests,
wat er). Concerning our non-renewable resources, such as
energy and raw materials, sophisticated discovery nethods
have provided us with increasing supply, even in a context
of grow ng consunpti on:

“VWiile non-renewable resources are in principle exhaustible,

nore than 60 percent of our consunption consists of resources
with reserves of 200 years or nore®

Regarding pollution, the last of the min environnmental
fears, Lonborg shows that the concentrations of the mgjor
air pollutants have dimnished in the Western world; even
if in the developing world air pollution has got worse, the
author also believes that in the long run, these countries
woul d al so bring down its air contam nation, follow ng the
nore devel oped worl d’ s | ead.

The achi evenent of feeding the growi ng population in |ess
area represents a trade-off: the increasing use of
fertilizers has allowed wus to preserve forests from
agricultural use, but it has also contam nated sone parts
of marine water because of the nutrients that those
fertilizers have. On average, however, coastal waters have
I nproved their quality.

The book is divided in six parts, the first acts as an
introduction in order to help us wunderstand the nmain
obj ectives and approach of the book, and how it differs
from the nethods of the nobst inportant environnental
organi zations. Part Il and part Ill are very economcally-
ori ented, because they consider several denographic issues.
Part IV and Part V are nore environnmentally-oriented and
part VI is a general conclusion of the book.
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