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Introduction 
Perhaps the most significant photographs ever taken were those shot during the moon spaceflights. 
Some showed what liked a blue ball floating in space, a veritable oasis of life in the seemingly 
endless expanses of our solar system. No state boundaries could be seen nor was there any sign of 
the the class, ethnic, racial and other divisions that sunder the world. There were no ‘insiders’ nor 
‘outsiders’, no winners nor losers, no rich ‘North nor poor ‘South’, no elites nor masses, no chosen 
ones nor infidels. There were no democracies nor dictatorships, no liberal no authoritarian 
governments, no left-wing nor right-wing politics, no extremists nor centrists. There were no failed 
states or ‘successful’ ones, no matter how defined.  
 

 
 

All that was to be seen was ‘just’ one Earth, the home shared by all humans and by a myriad of 
other species. It is the basis of life and civilised living - the ultimate reference point, for all of us. It is 
no wonder, then, that many cultures have referred to Planet Earth as feminine, as a veritable 
‘mother’. Its life-nurturing and life-enhancing capacities become more obvious when juxtaposed 
against the barren moon. Just consider all the technology, it takes to keep a handful of humans alive 
– in miserable conditions – for just a very short time on the moon. Compare to the home that the 
Earth has freely provided for thousands of years for people and a multitude of other species – and 
will continue to do for many more if we humans can learn to ‘let’ her. 

The same comparisons can be seen down back on Earth itself. It is the difference between 
vibrant jungle and the impoverished brick hard soil that forms once the tree cover is removed, 
between fertile soil and exhausted cropland, between flowing waters and exhausted aquifers, 
between thriving fisheries and collapsed ones… Take, for example, the American Prairies. The 
interaction between once immense herds of buffalo and flourishing plant communities on those 
plains directly provided 'more meat on the hoof' than do today’s overgrazed, eroded and heavily 
subsidised ranches. The spread of diseases beyond habitats to which they were once confined 
similarly illustrates the inherent dangers of ripping apart, via habitat destruction, the web of life. 

Of course, severe disruption has struck the Earth many times, most destructively in the form of 
meteor impacts and volcanic eruptions. Ice ages have come and gone while land once under the sea 
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has been lifted by geological forces above the waters. Yet, overall, life has gone on. Land blasted by 
volcanoes and shattered by earthquakes has usually been reclothed by soil and vegetation. It is 
certainly true that all sorts of individual species have come and gone, due to a range of factors 
though never before because of the actions of just one other species. Overall, the ‘tap’ of evolution 
balances the ‘plug hole’ of extinction.  

The Gathering Storm 
Humankind has been an extremely latecomer to this scene and it has proved to be a wayward child 
indeed. Canadian writer Neil Everndon thought it best to describe this species as the “natural alien”. 
Today, its numbers, technologies and consumption patterns are tearing apart that web of life, 
undermining its very own prospects, let alone those of a myriad of other species. This paper tries to 
tell some of that story. As will be outlined in the opening sections, this war against the rest of Nature 
has been waged for many, many centuries. It is historically invalid to blame everything on, say, 
‘capitalism’ and indeed any particular economic system or social order. In the past, comparatively 
classless societies did destroy several species and, in some cases, trash their own resource base. [As 
will be seen, sometimes it is appropriate to talk of ‘humankind’, implying at least the bulk of people, 
yet at other times it is more a matter of certain groups within society but not others] 

However there has been a marked acceleration in the various assaults being mounted upon 
planet’s ecosystems, both in terms of resource extraction and the waste being discharged back into 
the air, water and land. Not surprisingly this has triggered greater alarm within society about its 
values, goals and activities. This has happened over the past 200 years or so, speeding up even faster 
since World War 2 (the “great acceleration”).i So this work focuses on ‘modern times’ and what it 
will call the ‘sustainability crunch’. 

It is a ’green’ history since its focus is the people-planet interaction. That word ‘green’ is, of 
course, being employed in its modern usage. Fifty years ago it referred either to inexperience, a set 
of vegetables or simply a certain colour. At some point, possibly starting with the publication of 
Charles Reich’s ‘The Greening of America’ in 1970, it began to be associated with environmental 
concern and a vision of a greater harmony between humans and the rest of Nature. Though there 
has been a growing school of academic ‘ecological history’, developed by historians such as Donald 
Worster, J. Donald Hughes and Ian Simmons, perhaps the first systematic attempt to write a popular 
study was Clive Ponting in his ‘Green History of the World’, which started from the earliest times. 

John McNeil’s ‘Something New Under the Sun’ (2000) did focus on the 20th century. It focussed 
more on the environment ‘side’ of the story whereas this study concentrates more on developments 
inside human society, trying to explore why things have tended to go from bad to worse as well as 
what lessons might be learned about ways in which society might be put on a more sustainable 
footing. It also makes stronger assumptions about the intrinsic value of non-human forms of life and 
what that might mean for human choices. It does stand, however, firmly on the shoulders of the 
work done by all these authors. 

The developments described in this study are, of course, ones chosen by the author.ii There is, 
then, the inherent danger that they are selected – and others ignored or given an unwarranted 
reading – merely because they fit an a priori prognosis that, as Private Frazer used to say on TV’s 
Dad’s Army, “we’re doomed”. Furthermore, given the range of separate phenomena, each of which 
might be reasonably analysed in terms of quite distinct dynamics, there is a similar risk of seeing 
patterns that do not exist. Certainly, the interactions between them are nothing if not complicated. 

There are indeed many people who will reply, as Corporal Jones put it from the same series: 
“Don’t Panic”. They often point to past fears that proved baseless, not least the threat from the so-
called Millennium Bug in 2000. They can cite past predictions that the world would be stalked by 
mass starvation by such-and-such a date or that resource prices would go through the roof in the 
near future when nothing of the sort happened. They draw attention to past technological 
breakthroughs that solved a problem once though insoluble. More generally there is an underlying 
assumption that, certain headaches notwithstanding, we live – and will continue to live – in peaceful 
and prosperous times. 
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Beneath such thinking resides a deep faith in human potential and the scope for across-the-
board progress. Indeed, the horrors of Hiroshima and Auschwitz only temporarily shook belief in the 
power of science and technology to predict, model, and, most importantly benignly control both 
human nature and the behaviour of ecological systems. Thus, by 2010, geo-engineering became an 
increasingly ‘fix’ for any adverse climate changes. ‘Futurists’ like Steward Brand, famous for the 
Whole Earth Catalogue, were advocating unrestrained commitment to the development of nuclear 
energy and genetic modification. 

The Big Issue 
This paper argues, then, that the ecological crisis is the biggest and pervasive issue of modern time. 
But the ecological penny does seem to have continuing difficulty dropping with many historians, 
however. Eric Hobsbawn was for many years perhaps Britain's most respected radical historian. 
Indeed, Penguin used him to endorse the McNeil book just mentioned on its cover (“the most 
original book I have read this year”). Yet, ten years later, in an article, ‘World Distempers’, in ‘New 
Left Review’ 61, in which Hobsbawn lists “the major developments in world history” in recent times, 
he fails to highlight the deteriorating state of the Earth’s life-support systems. The pattern pervades 
all his work that is perhaps odd given that he has been a Marxist most of his life, i.e. an exponent of 
‘historical materialist’, and yet ignores the most fundamental features of material reality. But he is 
very far from being alone in this myopia. 

Many do concede the importance of the ‘green’ dimension, they still put low down the list of 
priorities. As ‘Observer’ columnist Nick Cohen put it (23/05/10), “although environmentalism and 
proportional representation are good causes, they are not urgent causes for a time of global 
recession”. Yet the economic downturn is intimately related to changes in the ecological resource 
base, not least the over-inflation of financial assets in relationship to the underpinning wealth of the 
Earth’s life-support system. 

The latter’s ‘recession’ will inevitably doom any economic well-being and the livelihoods of 
many millions, even if some sort of financial reform is implemented. The urgency of 
environmentalism is that a long lead-time is required to halt, let alone, reverse developments such 
as adverse climatic change, deforestation, soil erosion. It will take the equivalent of wartime 
mobilisation to construct renewable resource systems in place of an overwhelming dependence 
upon finite and heavily polluting supply of fossil fuels. 

Problems of ‘green’ historical study 
There is, of course, a grave danger that any historical study may be contaminated by hindsight. Yet 
this study hopes to show that there were indeed many voices against some act of environmental 
despoliation at the time or, more generally, the wrong road being taken by humanity. The oft used 
argument that “we didn’t know then what we now know” to excuse past action or inaction is usually 
an invalid one. Indeed, it was often the case that active denial of any problem was the response and 
sometimes, most famously in the case of Rachel Carson after the publication of Silent Spring, critics 
of ‘business-as-usual’ were witch-hunted. It is important to get the historical record straight if only to 
know which institutions and policies failed in the past and which, therefore, should be treated with 
at least a degree of circumspection when are rebranded as environmentally friendly after all. 

The American forester and conservationist Aldo Leopold once observed that ecological 
awareness condemns one to live in “a world of wounds”. Much of the story told in this book is 
indeed a grim tale of foolish waste and needless destruction. 

 
“Conservation is a state of harmony between men and land. By land is meant all of the things on, 
over, or in the earth. Harmony with land is like harmony with a friend; you cannot cherish his right 
hand and chop off his left. That is to say, you cannot love game and hate predators; you cannot 
conserve the waters and waste the ranges; you cannot build the forest and mine the farm. The land is 
one organism. Its parts, like our own parts, compete with each other and co-operate with each other. 
The competitions are as much a part of the inner workings as the co-operations … The outstanding 
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scientific discovery of the twentieth century is not television, or radio, but rather the complexity of the 
land organism. Only those who know the most about it can appreciate how little we know about it. 
The last word in ignorance is the man who says of an animal or plant: "What good is it?" If the land 
mechanism as a whole is good, then every part is good, whether we understand it or not. If the biota, 
in the course of eons, has built something we like but do not understand, then who but a fool would 
discard seemingly useless parts?” 

 
There is also a danger of what might be called ‘radical nostalgia’, thinking that there was some 

green ‘golden age’ before things were mucked up by mass industrialisation and urbanisation. Indeed 
there have been studies that bemoan the loss of what Peter Laslett called the “world we have lost”, 
before what Karl Polanyi’s study called the “Great Transformation”. Looking at the past in general or 
at traditional communities through rose-tinted spectacles is a widespread phenomenon. Many a 
Hollywood movie was a hymn to simpler times, not least a romanticised small-town America, often 
contrasted against the Big Bad City.  

Transformers 

 
 
The above map is based on one created by Miklos Udvardy in the 1970s for the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature, drawing on work done by the renowned conservationist Raymond 
Dasmann. Comparison with conventional political maps spotlights the gigantic discrepancy between 
human boundaries and those of the Earth’s life-support systems, the matrix of zones shaped by 
climate, geology, and hydrology with their attendant characteristics of certain flora and fauna. Gone 
are the straight lines and right angles so common in political and other administrative divisions. 
Instead, there is a patchwork quilt that constitutes the very web of life, on which humans are totally 
dependent, no matter how they choose to divide up the world for their own purposes and no matter 
how powerful their technologies. 

The major units are the core biogeophysical zones: Neotropical, Afrotropical, Indo-Malaysian, 
Australasia, Oceania, Palearctic and Nearctic. Within them are several key freshwater zones with 
lakes, rivers and deltas. Many larger river complexes such as the Mekong straddle several countries, 
6 in the case of this S. E. Asian basin. Then there are the major marine realms such as the Pacific, 
Atlantic and Indian Oceans (the map, it must be said, rather sidelines Oceania). 
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The broad colour scheme indicates the major habitat types. There is the once verdant cover of 
forests, ranging from tropical moist forests around the middle of the Earth to the boreal forests or 
Taiga towards its poles. Then there are naturally occurring deserts, both hot and cold, and other arid 
zones. There are also both tropical and temperate grasslands as well as scrubland. Mountains 
possess their own patterns, changing as height increases, while the tundra and polar icecaps cover 
the Earth’s northern and southern extremities. At this scale, some critical ecosystems do not stand 
out on their own; mention must be made, for example, of ones such as hydrological systems, the 
Earth’s ‘blood system’. Not visible too are individual marshes and estuaries, its ‘kidneys’. 

Those core biomes can be further subdivided into ‘ecoregions’. Various studies suggests that 
some 116 make up what politically is called the United States and Canada. Alternatively, a 
classification from the Commission for Environmental Cooperation divides those two countries, plus 
Mexico, into just 15 ‘Level 1’ major ecological regions (Level 2 has 52 and Level 3 approximately 200). 
Either way, the most important way of perceiving the world is revealed: seeing it in biogeophysical 
forms. 

The Earth thus shows a new face. Most people will have heard of something called ‘Brazil’. 
Considerably fewer would think in terms of the Bahia coastal forests, the Negro-Blanco moist forests, 
the Mato Grosso dry forests, the Campaos Rupestres montane savannah, the Humid Chaco, the 
Amapa mangroves and the many other ecoregions that underlie that human construct. Similarly, the 
European Union reaches from the Celtic broadleaf forests of Eire and most of neighbouring UK to the 
Baltic mixed forests found in Poland and from the taiga of Scandinavia to the ‘Garrigue’, ‘Matorral’ 
and ‘Macchia’ scrublands of, respectively, France, Spain and Italy. 

From ‘Ecosphere’ to ‘Biosphere’ People 
For most of human history, people lived as nomadic hunters and gatherers, adapting in different 
ways to the biogeophysical patterns they found. For the most of known human history, humans 
tended to mesh with the above ecological patterns. Raymond Dasmann described these cultures as 
‘ecosphere’ people. Their diets, dress, the structure and materials of their buildings, and many other 
aspects of their societies reflected the biophysical characteristics of the places they inhabited. Even 
the words they spoke were shaped by the need to be sensitive to the environments on which they so 
directly depended. 

It would be quite wrong to romanticise such cultures. They drove several creatures into 
extinction and were sometimes violently cruel to fellow humans for example. The use of fire played a 
particularly significant part in the transformation of certain ecosystems. Yet often they settled into 
some sort of rough-and-ready sustainable relationship with the wider ecological community of which 
they were distinctly a part. Low population levels and modest technologies certainly were major 
reasons for this yet many cultures also developed worldviews that also helped to restrain 
environmentally destructive practices. 

Nonetheless, even at this state of is its history, humankind, then living in essentially classless 
societies,  managed to wreak much destruction on the populations of larger mammals of that time. 
In particular, the use of fire wrought significant changes to certain local ecosystems. Here was a 
species whose ecology was out of step with its fellow dependents of planet Earth. 

What might be called ‘ecosystem people’ managed to survive in many places until 
comparatively recently. Above all else it was the eruption of European explorers, traders and then 
settlers from the 16thc onwards that spelled doom for many ‘first peoples’ in regions such as the 
Americas and Australasia. In recent times, the war against tribal peoples has been waged most 
aggressively within countries like Brazil, Indonesia and the Congo. Only a few groups survive today, 
mainly in remote jungle areas and their days now seem numbered unless the lands they inhabit are 
set aside from all further encroachment. 

The first and, to date, still most significant change in the people-planet equation was the 
development of agriculture and the spread of permanent settlements. This did more to change the 
face of the Earth than the rise of manufacturing industry many centuries later. It also dramatically 
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changed human social relations, with the emergence of powerful and comparatively rich social elites 
whom the rest of society was obligated in various ways to serve. 

Society took many different forms, including slave-based systems and feudalism. Whatever the 
internal social divisions, the external impact of agriculture, plus, in some cases, irrigation, upon local 
ecosystems often brought ruin to the contending classes. From Central America to the 
Mediterranean littoral and the ‘Fertile Crescent’ of the Middle East, once powerful civilisations 
disappeared metaphorically and sometimes literally into dust. Generally, it was the clearance of 
forests and drainage of wetlands that most characterised the transformation of the Earth, a process 
which has speeded up in recent decades. This history gives the lie to the claim that this or that 
environmental problem is all the fault of capitalism. 

The agricultural revolution had progressively overthrown the hunting and gathering way of life. 
Yet a European born in, say, A.D. 700 might not have found the Europe of 1700 dramatically 
different. Most people still earned a living directly from the land. But drastic changes were afoot. By 
1800, factories and new industrial towns were spreading. Already, and again starting in England, 
agriculture itself was being revolutionised by new cultivation techniques. But now mass 
manufacturing was taking hold. For the first time, the energy that powered human activity no longer 
came from sunshine, wood, wind, waves, human and animal muscle power. Instead, coal, gas  and 
oil, the fossil fuels, became the energy base of society. Soon many products were being made not 
from plant materials and mineral sources but from ones human industries had synthesised, often 
from oil by-products. 

In Europe and then North America, this Industrial Revolution was presided over by a new social 
strata of rich landowners, bankers and factory owners. Various political parties emerged that 
essentially served the economic system built around these social classes. Both the ‘fruits’ of Nature 
and human labour became simply commodities to be bought and sold for maximum profit. 
Elsewhere the same pattern of human exploitation and environmental destruction was repeated but 
in societies where the market system and private profiteering had been replaced by state 
monopolies controlled by a bureaucratic elite, usually headed by dictators.  

A person born in 1700 would find the world of 2000 radically transformed in a myriad of ways, 
from food and clothing to mass communication and transportation. Whether politically democratic 
or authoritarian, economically market-driven or state-controlled, no matter how varied the form, the 
content was the same: a rapid increase in both the physical spread and intensity of human impacts 
on both other species and on ecosystems as a whole. Whether or not, humankind ever merited the 
name ‘Homo Sapiens’, it now truly deserved to be called ‘Homo Rapiens’.  

Following the voyages of explorers like Columbus and Magellan, many European countries 
carved out huge empires across the globe, in a struggle to ensure a supply of raw materials for their 
industries and markets for manufactured goods. Meanwhile, other regimes spread out across 
neighbouring land, not least the Muscovites across what we now call Russia. Land use patterns and 
transportation systems were transformed to suit these new foreign masters Even after the former 
colonial countries gained independence, many of the economic, social and cultural pattern created 
under the imperial regimes persisted. But the process of industrialisation and commodity production 
was to spread across all continents, with vast dams, mines, plantations, factories and whole new 
cities transforming areas where small-scale agriculture had once been the dominant pattern. 

Global mass 
In the words of Raymond Dasmann ‘biosphere’ people populate modern society, as opposed to the 
‘ecosphere’ people, the latter being, until extremely recently, the prevailing pattern. In other words, 
the denizens of the more ‘developed’ parts of the world draw the resources on which their 
livelihoods depended from around the planet, not more local ecosystems. Development such as 
large-scale, long-distance transportation, coupled to technologies such as refrigeration plus, more 
recently, computerisation clearly facilitated this global shift. Biosphere people are correspondingly 
less immediately dependent on, sensitive to and, indeed, aware of their local ecosystems. 
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Their lives, be it the food they eat, the clothes they wear, the buildings they inhabit, the airports 
through which they pass, the motorway service stations they frequent, the games they play or 
watch, the music they hear, the TV and cinema screens they watch… all have become much more 
homogenised. So too have the fields, pastures, tree plantations, factory estates, retail parks, leisure 
centres, and other environments that constitute the world’s production and distribution zones. 

 

 
 

The primary habitat of ‘biosphere people’ is the human-made urban environment. Cities are 
now so big and so frequently sprawl into each other that new names are being coined to describe 
the places (Washbalt [Washington-Baltimore] etc.) and the phenomenon (‘megalopolis’ or, better, 
‘pathopolis’, with ‘suburbs’ now replaced by ‘ex-urbs’ and ‘edge cities’ such is the sprawl). Theodore 
Roszak has given a good description of the nature of this new environment: 

 
 “The supercity … stretches out tentacle that reach thousands of miles beyond its already sprawling 
parameters. It sucks every hinterland & wilderness into its technological metabolism. It forces rural 
populations off the land & replaces them with vast agro-industrial combines. Its investments & 
technicians bring the roar of the bulldozer & oil derrick into the most uncharted quarters. It runs its 
conduits of transport & communication, its lines of supply & distribution through the wildest 
landscapes. It flushes its wastes into every nearby river, lake, & ocean or trucks them away… The 
world becomes its garbage can.” 

 
Biosphere people are – for the time being – quite insulated from the specific nature of the 

places where they live. Typical citizens neither know nor care to know whence their food, water and 
energy are sourced nor where their wastes go. Typically, their homes, workplaces, shops and places 
of leisure are many, many miles apart, usually reached by car journeys across seemingly endless 
belts of roadway. 

The result of all these changes is a world that is increasingly homogenised, physically, 
economically and culturally. Yet, for all the technological marvels evident in this brave new world, it 
is one doomed to come crashing due to the ecological crisis that it has done so much to hasten. Just 
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take cheap and readily available oil out of the equation and imagine how little of the picture pained 
above by Theodore Roszak would survive. 

It may be protested that ‘biosphere people’ and their cities have been the source of much great 
culture, economic dynamism and political progress. There is some truth in such claims. Yet the great 
centres of artistic endeavour (Renaissance Florence, ‘Golden Age’ Amsterdam, Baroque Dresden, 
etc) were often tiny places compared to today’s conurbations. Economic activity can be but fruitless 
if it is ecological unsustainable. The booming new cities of modern China, for example, seem set to 
burst in short order. 

The levels of political alienation evident in most cities today suggest that ‘massification’ means, 
in practice, less real democracy. Biosphere people do consume unprecedented levels of goods and 
services yet, ecological unsustainability apart, the fact that they seem to be no happier nor any the 
more contented, according to one survey after another, would seem to suggest such lifestyles are 
socially and psychologically unsustainable as well. 

Permanent Revolution 
The transformation of both human culture and planet and pace of change have accelerated since 
1800 and continues to accelerate even faster today. Most pregnant with inevitably ruinous 
consequences is human population growth. The total human population had shot past 6 billion by 
2000, double what it was only 40 years ago in 1960. More humans have been added to the total 
world population in the past 40 years than in the previous 3,000,000 years. On present trends, what 
are already unsustainable human numbers are projected to grow by half again to 9.3 billion, by 2050. 
The first and most important revolution of modern times is the demographic one, though that there 
is still a large population of very foolish people who deny that human numbers count. 

There has also been a vast population movement from rural areas into giant cities. Just as 
people have flooded to urban areas, many city dwellers have moved out to sprawling new suburbs, 
now often so far that they are now called ‘exurbs’. At the same time, people are on the move within 
and between countries on an unprecedented scale. Not only has the number of ‘economic’ migrants 
in search of what seems a better life shot up but so too have the numbers displaced by local wars, 
environmental degradation, loss of land to development programmes like new dams, and the 
collapse of local economies. In some areas such as California, immigration now counts for nearly all 
local population growth. 

People are on the move in other ways. In 1800, mass holiday making was unknown. By 2000, 
tourism was said to be the world’s biggest industry. Once sleepy backwaters were rapidly 
transformed into giant concentrations of hotels, apartment complexes, restaurants and leisure 
facilities. Where once a few travellers were by boat, horseback or even on foot, airlines now take 
millions around the world in pursuit not of work but pleasure. Similarly, vast armadas of cars and 
motor homes flood across the world’s highways in the same pursuit. The population of popular 
resorts explodes in peak periods. 

In 1800, very, very few people had more than one house. Today, many people have two and 
sometimes more homes. Indeed, owners of sports utility and similar vehicles have mobile ‘homes’ 
bigger and better equipped than the typical city resident of two hundred years ago. In an increasing 
number of areas, second homes, owned by people that lives many miles away, have effectively 
driven out local populations. People have been expelled from their homes often and for many 
reasons in the past but seldom so that someone else could have a holiday retreat. Yet another 
novelty is retirement migration, with big chunks of Florida and Arizona becoming age-segregated 
reserves. Never before, have so many gone in such numbers to live with people of the same group to 
await death. 

New Lives for Old 
The demographic revolution has been accompanied by a revolution in lifestyles. Though hundreds 
upon hundreds of thousands still endure the most desperate poverty, with many lacking the very 
basics of sufficient food, safe drinking water proper sanitation and shelter, millions more consume 
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an unprecedented volume and variety of consumer goods and services. The rich elites of 1800 would 
have been amazed at the range of possessions owned by ordinary citizens in countries like the USA 
as well as the comparative ease and convenience of their lives. The USA alone has alone consumed 
more energy and raw materials in the past 50 years than all other peoples in history. But most 
countries are doing what they can to catch up with USA-style living.  

The consumption revolution is obvious in the home. In the past, caste systems and other forms 
of social hierarchy have often demarcated where people could live. But usually only kings and barons 
built moats around their properties. More modestly, many farmers, ranchers and the like have 
sought to deter trespassers. Now there is another new phenomenon, the ‘gated suburb’ which 
isolating its denizens from the rest of society by means of guarded entries and massive fencing. 
Behind these barricades, the inmates live in what previous elites probably would have thought to be 
an Aladdin’s cave of luxury. 

Moreover, these and many other homes has become veritable technological cocoons, insulating 
humans from the non-human world, a development reinforced by the fact that movement from one 
‘cocoon’ to another is usually done in another kind, the motor car. Indeed, in countries like the USA, 
many, not least the police, see walking as some kind of depravity!  

Within the typical home, people now treat as normal or at least as something to which they are 
entitled things that were unknown in 1800. They range from central heating and air-conditioning to a 
whole battery of electronic equipment: microwave ovens, washing machines, spin dryers, dish 
washers, refrigerators and freezers, electric shavers and tooth brushes, mobile phones, computers, 
printers, radio, TV, hi-fi, and so forth. The diffusion of this cornucopia of household items has been 
rapid. At recent as the 1920s, many people in countries like Britain only walked on a carpet when 
they went to the cinema. Now the comfort found in what were called ‘picture palaces’ is 
commonplace while cable and satellite systems bring the pictures themselves into the living room. 
Indeed, TV sets dot many houses so there is often no need to leave the bedroom to see a film. 

Parallel to the revolution in consumption has been the even bigger explosion in expectations. 
Many millions have not joined the affluent society. It is estimated, for example, that a large majority 
of the world’s population have never touched a computer. In past centuries the poor often accepted 
their lot Now, thanks partly to the widespread availability of images of affluence (billboards, film and 
TV etc.), the comparatively poor by and large want to live like Californians. The fact that the planet 
has neither the resources nor the pollution assimilation capacity to underwrite American style 
affluence-for-all cuts no ice. The cutting edge of the race to riches is China. Any analysis of the global 
situation must, therefore, be based on assessments that factor into the equation what would 
happen if China’s teeming populations — and those of other burgeoning lands such as India and 
Nigeria — were to try and lead the lifestyles of the already affluent.  

Technosphere versus ecosphere 
The revolution in human numbers and per capita consumption has been accompanied by a third 
revolution: technology. Several revolutionary technologies had been developed way back in time, 
not least the use of fire, cutting tools, selective breeding of plants and animals, cropping, irrigation, 
ploughing, smelting of metals and specific devices such as the wheel, ploughshare, stirrup and the 
windmill. The huge size of many prehistoric structures suggests some sophisticated lifting 
equipment. Not only permanent settlements but the methodical organisation—town planning—pre-
date Greek civilisation. Ancient Rome systematically deployed many technologies such as 
underground sewers. 

There were minor technology revolutions in medieval Europe while, in Asia, the Chinese 
developed many new technologies, including printing, gunpowder and a kind of napalm. In the 
middle of the mid-16th century in Europe, the development of the printing presses revolutionised 
communication, enabling the mass replication of thoughts, ‘frozen’ in regimented lines. People could 
now communicate in large numbers across time and space. Such developments combined to 
radically extend inherent human capabilities. ‘Endosomatic’ tools like the brain, eye, ear, nose, 
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mouth, teeth, muscle, hands, arms and feet were dramatically expanded by ‘exosomatic’ ones such 
as the alphabet, calendars, maps, money, telescopes, knives, pulleys, wheels, and much more. 

Yet, for millennia, human production systems and specific artefacts, the ‘technosphere’, 
remained a subordinate part of the overall ‘ecosphere’. Furthermore, there were many technological 
developments, not least the steam engine, that seemingly have come and then gone, before much 
later redevelopment. Others such as the Chinese invention of gunpowder were used only in certain 
specific ways, in this case for fireworks but not military devices. Despite some big impacts on the 
Earth, notably the huge expansion of farmed lands and severe deforestation in some areas (e.g. the 
Mediterranean littoral), overall humankind and its exosomatic ‘organs’ remained a subordinate part 
of the ecological jigsaw that is planet Earth. 

But by the late 18th century, something different was happening. A relentless process of across-
the-board innovation, reaching into every corner of life, had begun. Though certain discrete waves of 
technological development may be discerned, basically there was one on-going revolutionary 
transformation in which one development fed upon another and in turn gave birth to more. Even 
more ominously, pure scientific knowledge became yoked to a compulsive desire to find new ways 
of doing things. Past inhibitions were cast aside and replaced by a mentality of ‘can do…will do”. 
Science was not just abstract knowledge but, according to thinkers like Francis Bacon, a means to 
power. The world was fundamentally reshaped, first by the new steam engines of the 18th century 
and followed by a cascade of new production systems and technological devices. 

For the first time food production became dependent on synthesised fertilisers, biocides and 
wholesale mechanisation. Never before had crops and animals been so routinely separated, with the 
latter confined to industrial livestock units. Now machines driven by internal combustion engines 
and electricity became commonplace. Fleets of motorised vehicles replaced workhorses. Aeroplanes 
took to the skies while submarines sailed beneath the oceans.iii Later rockets would take people to 
the moon. Back on Earth, all kinds of synthetic materials entered into daily use, most never fully 
tested for safety and many made from finite fossil fuels or dependent on heavy inputs of energy for 
their manufacture. Satellite and cable link-ups created the semblance of instant communication 
from one side of the planet to the other.  

Power complex 
These three revolutions – in the size of the human population, the volume of per capita consumption 
and the scale of technological power – were accompanied by a fourth. This was a revolution in the 
dimension of human organisation. Certainly there have been mighty empires in the past, many ruled 
by tyrants with a tight grip over their subjects. Bureaucratic layers such as the Chinese Mandarins 
emerged in some cases. Yet even the most centralised of these states bears no comparison to 
modern behemoths, especially, of course, totalitarian dictatorships like Stalin’s Russia, Hitler’s 
Germany, and Mao’s China. 

Yet even the most democratic contemporary state commands massive resources and wields 
great power within its realm. In Britain, for example, the role of the state expanded dramatically 
since late Victorian times as its role in public health, education, welfare provision and land use 
planning grew and then grew again. A distinction was drawn above between endosomatic and 
exosomatic tools. It has social parallels. In other words, previous functions performed more or less 
exclusively by parents and the wider family have increasingly been taken over by substitutions 
(sometimes state-run, at other times by private businesses). 

This process of political concentration continued under government administrations of all 
mainstream colours, not least that of Conservative Prime Minister Mrs Thatcher, supposedly 
committed to ‘rolling back the state’. In that and many other cases, power has been progressively 
transferred from local to national authorities. 

The state has played a central role in the industrialisation of the planet. Historians sometimes 
talk of the ancient ‘hydraulic’ civilisations such as Babylonia but their works are dwarfed by the 
engineering of the environment wrought by publicly funded bodies such as America’s Army Corps of 
Engineers or Tennessee Valley Authority in ‘free market’ America. The transformation of European 



Time Running Out? A Green History of Modern Times 
 

12 

landscapes since the 1950s by farmers was spearheaded by direct subsidies and other 
encouragement from the Common Agricultural Policy of the European Union. Further east, the 
‘virgin soils’ of the Russian steppes were put under the plough courtesy of tractors on state collective 
farms while the world’s biggest dam programme, the Three Gorges scheme in China, was the work of 
a regime that blends the worst elements of Stalinist politics and capitalist economics. 

The regimes that began to emerge in the 16th and 17th centuries may have been called ‘nation 
states’ but few were based on any recognisable human ‘nation’, let alone what the Union for the 
Conservation of Nature once called ‘biotic provinces’. These highly synthetic states often bred 
violent responses from groups unwillingly enclosed within their boundaries. Unsurprisingly they also 
led to gross land use and hydrological mismanagement since they seldom bear much relation to 
underlying gradations of climate, topography, water, flora and fauna. 

The Seven Years War in the 18th century was the first war to be fought simultaneously in several 
parts of the world, from North America to India. Such rivalries eventually did lead to tensions and 
arms races that, in turn, spilled over into true world wars in 1914 and 1939, though the latter could 
be said to have started two or three years earlier in Spain, Ethiopia and China. Whatever the precise 
time frame, the devastation was unprecedented. 

However, a new round of wars in lands like Korea and Vietnam during the 20thcentury saw 
conflicts where civilian casualties routinely outnumbered military ones. Conflicts like the Thirty Years 
War of the 17th century had devastated large parts of Germany where armies had marched back and 
forth. But areas away from the fighting emerged comparatively unscathed. By the 20th century, 
however, notions of a discrete front line where the killing took place had become obsolete thanks to 
saturation carpet bombing, long distance missiles, mass artillery bombardment and much more 
effective economic blockades. In any case, mass mobilisation of the ’home front’ meant that few 
civilians could now simply ‘sit out’ the war. 

In recent decades new centres of power have challenged those. Another novel feature in the 
present situation is the increasing power of transnational political organisations such as the 
European Community. Indeed it is fashionable to mock any alternative to this process of 
centralisation as ‘Balkanisation’, small being written off as backward and ugly. To be fair, in some 
countries there has been an opposite process, a fair measure of devolution of power from central 
government but the dominant pattern is a transfer upwards, with unelected elites, professional 
bureaucrats and business executives, holding the reins.. 

The new process of concentration is most marked in the economic sphere. In the past there 
have been business companies active over large parts of the globe, often under the umbrella of the 
European political empires. Examples included the British East India Company and the Dutch V.O.C. 
Sometimes they had their own private armies. Now there is a quite different phenomenon, the 
transnational corporation, with ‘fingers’ in several economic sectors and branches in most countries. 

The internal turnover of the leading ones such as Microsoft, News Corporation and General 
Motors is bigger than the total gross national product of many ‘independent’ states. It is no wonder 
then that they wield such influence and that, as a result, the rules of bodies such as the World 
Trading Organisation are devised to serve their interests. It is equally unsurprising that George Bush 
elected leader of the world’s most powerful state, the USA, near the start of the 21st century was 
elected courtesy of the bankrolls of the big fossil fuel corporations whose interests he proceeded to 
serve loyally.  

Across society, bureaucratisation has taken hold. It is applied equally to the public and private 
sectors. Though many people complain about the layers of allegedly unproductive and interfering 
civil servants in government departments, many commercial businesses and indeed some charities 
house similarly large administrative and managerial sections. Faceless corporations, headed by 
itinerant chief executives, have in one sector after replaced the individual business owner, though a 
few superstar individual tycoons live on. 

Though early sociologists spotlighted the virtues of a neutral system of bureaucracy against the 
bias inherent in systems of patronage, this new niche has bred a new creature, what later writers 
were to call the ‘organisation man’. This beast (mainly male) displays a warped rationality, often 
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pursuing organisational goals with great commitment but careless of the needs of the wider 
community. The best example probably remains Eichmann, the head of the Nazi extermination 
programme, but, as terms like ‘corporate crime’ and stories such as Union Carbide’s shameful role in 
the Bhopal disaster testify, the problem is much broader. Of course, there has been many an evil 
empire in the past. Yet the transformation in their ‘reach’ can be seen by comparing the Tsarist 
regime of old Russia (from whose clutches prisoners like Leon Trotsky simply walked away) to that of 
the Stalinist period which randomly slaughtered many millions and cruelly imprisoned many more, 
without any serious opposition. 

The epitome of this process of centralisation is the amount of information now kept on the 
private citizen and the ease with which more can be accumulated. Spy satellites allow the most 
powerful governments to monitor minute details down to car number plates and the faces of 
individuals in the street. Businesses track consumer behaviour building up detailed records of 
individual preferences so that advertising can be targeted with clinical precision. The upshot is a 
widespread sense of powerlessness amongst ordinary citizens, many of whom no longer even bother 
to exercice the right to vote than previous generations fought so hard to win. 

Impact amplification 
There have been, then, four major on-going revolutions in human affairs — population growth, rising 
per capita consumption levels, increased technological power and more centralised organisation. 
The key point is their interaction. It is difficult to disentangle cause and effect or delineate all the 
interactions at work. 

For example, the technological revolution in the capacity to transmit, process and store vast 
quantities of information made the modern corporation and super-state possible. Yet it might also 
be said that, without the explosion in human numbers and the multiplication of their appetites, 
there would be far less need for the twin process of political and economic centralisation of the past 
decades. One reason why the bureaucratic systems such as policing and town planning became so 
necessary was the simple fact that, in urban centres, thousands and thousands of people became 
packed together and some arbiter was necessary to ameliorate the inevitable conflicts in land use 
and lifestyle. Similarly, with so many demands to satisfy, the need grew for more and more 
complicated systems of energy supply, water, food and other resource provision. 

Similarly, demographic, economic and technological change served to undermine family and 
social cohesion and well-being, thus ‘necessitating’ external interventions such as the welfare state 
(really a casualty station) and then further encouraging dependence of such ‘exosomatic’ support. (A 
revealing example came in Britain a few years ago during a scare about baby milk powder which led 
thousands of mothers to enquire how to feed their babies, something most humans have managed 
reasonably well for millennia). 

The overall consequence has been a gigantic and unsustainable increase in the impact of 
humankind. The various environmental, economic and social problems now plaguing the planet are 
the ‘boomerang’ effects of this collision against the limits of ecological and social systems. The 
impacts are both external – impacts upon ecological systems in general and individual species – and 
internal, impacts upon the social fabric, specific social groups and individuals. 

Crunch 
Humankind now faces an ecological crunch, one that threatens devastation far worse than, say, 
World War Two. The point has been reached where general ecological breakdown – and therefore 
social and economic ruination – is now a serious possibility. All species interact with their 
environments but only one, humankind, has done so widely, systematically and with such 
unsustainable effect. Few areas remain contaminated by human-generated pollution, for example. 
Even the world’s highest peak, Everest, has heaps of rubbish polluting its lower slopes while 
agrochemicals now contaminate the bodies of creatures in the remote polar regions. In early 2008, a 
soup of plastic wastes, nicknamed the “trash vortex” and reported to be the size of the USA, was 
floating in mid-Pacific. 



Time Running Out? A Green History of Modern Times 
 

14 

The Aral Sea and several lakes such as Lake Chad have shrunk dramatically as has the extent of 
mangrove swamps and other wetlands. Rivers are not shown on the bioregional map at the start of 
this section but they too have been dramatically altered. Many have been reduced to a comparative 
trickle and a dirty one at that. Few of them run freely to the sea such is the extent of dam 
construction. Underground aquifers in many areas such as the American Prairies are being drained 
faster than they are replenished. 

Much of the tree cover shown on the map has totally gone. It is not just the tropical moist 
forests but many other types of woodland. Other areas of primal forests have been replaced by 
plantations (a point to be remembered when the Earth’s enemies make the bogus claim that the 
total forested area is going up). Grasslands have been replaced by crop monocultures or intensive 
ranching, both undermining their own foundations via soil erosion, salinisation and water pollution. 
Mangrove swamps have been obliterated in areas while coral reefs are in a state of general decline. 
Deserts by contrast are spreading while more and more of the Earth is covered under brick, concrete 
and tarmac. 

The extent of this transformation by, never forget, just one species is perhaps best seen on 
night-time satellite photographs with vast areas shining in what once and not long ago was darkness. 
Even the lights of giant trawling fleets can be picked out at sea.  

Human-caused extinction of non-human species now matches that of past geological ages. 
Indeed in many respects humankind by itself has become both a geological and climate-changing 
force. Major chemical cycles such as those of nitrogen and carbon have been changed. In some 
places it is even said that earthquakes have become more frequent due to the load on sub-strata 
created by impounded waters behind dams. Hurricanes, floods, fires, avalanches and mudslides are 
increasing in both frequency and severity due to human activity. Ocean currents too seem to be 
altering for the same reason, a phenomenon that interacts with human impacts on global, regional 
and local weather patterns. 

However in modern times, awareness of the mounting peril and desire for action to avert it has 
also mounted, albeit unevenly and with much misunderstanding of both the causes of and cures for 
the people-planet imbalance. 
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Timeline: 1800-2010 

Beginning of modern industrial revolution 
There is no one date at which the modern wave of technology development, scientific discovery and 
further innovations in technology began, leading to mass industrialisation and urbanization.  But one 
technology might be singled out: the steam engine. The necessity that ‘mothered’ its invention was 
the need to pump water out of deepening coalmines, but, when applied to other ends, such as 
providing the motive power for railroads, it became a prime user of coal itself. Tellingly, iron rails 
were also first used in coalmines. 

End of 18th century: London becomes biggest city in Europe 
Though there had been huge cities in pre-industrial times such as ancient Rome in Italy, medieval 
Hangchow in China and Japan’s Edo (Tokyo), London first marked the mutation of urban settlements 
into the modern industrial conurbation. By 1801 it was reckoned to have 1,117, 290 inhabitants. By 
1900, it was the world’s largest city. Now London has been surpassed by several enormous cities, a 
good number of which are to be found in China alone. 

1798: Publication of ‘Essay on the Principle of Population’  
The significance of this document by Thomas Malthus,iv published just before the core period this 
timeline covers, is that it marked a growing recognition that humans were not above and apart from 
the rest of nature but bound by ecological constraints, just like all other creatures. The exploitation 
of the Americas and Australasia and the development of the means to transport their produce 
around the world meant that the predictions that Malthus made about food shortages did not 
materialise. Today, there are no New Worlds and, everywhere, high output agricultural systems are 
showing many signs of long-term unsustainability while the world’s population continues to grow. 
Ignorant people still use the term ‘neo-Malthusian’ to deny the reality of overpopulation. 

1800: Battery invented 
Alessandro Volta invented the seemingly innocent and ever so convenient electric battery yet many 
decades later an enormous pollution problem emerged as a result. So good intentions paved another 
bad road, contrary to the simplistic idea that every undesirable and/or unsustainable development is 
due to capitalist profiteering and consequent irresponsibility. 

1824: Foundation of The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
Launched in Britain, this was one of the first organisations devoted to non-human causes, initially the 
well being of domesticated animals and subsequently those in the wild. Such groups have 
proliferated in number with the East Riding Association for the Protection of Sea Birds, founded in 
1867, possibly the first devoted to wildlife. Animal welfare groups have had large memberships but 
their focus has tended to be individual animals. They have not really addressed the general issue of 
human take-over and degradation of environmental systems. Some of the more conservative 
organisations do not even criticise the factory farming of livestock. Nevertheless the growth of the 
animal welfare lobby helped to publicise human impacts on non-human species. 

1835: Ancestor of modern computers invented 
Charles Babbage invented a mechanical calculator. Today’s descendent, incredibly powerful and fast 
computers are all pervasive, with systems as diverse as banking, hospital care and aeroplane flight 
dependent upon them. Yet no audit of their possible ecological and social costs was done 
beforehand. As a result, an unsustainable burden of ‘silicon trash’ has been created, energy costs of 
powering vast banks of servers soar, and chemicals pollute waters around ‘chip’ manufacturing 
plants. At the same time, computerisation fuels ‘speed-of-light’ financial transactions, increasing 
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global economic vulnerability while enabling more and more information to be kept on the individual 
as well as greater surveillance, at the cost of basic civil liberties. 

1848: Publication of ‘The Principles of Political Economy’ 
John Stuart Mill’s essay was the first clear statement of the necessity and desirability of a ‘steady-
state’ society, instead of one committed to infinite growth in a finite world. It was published at the 
same time as that paean to economic growth and technological domination of the rest of nature, the 
‘Communist Manifesto’ by Marx and Engels.  

1853: Birth of commercial oil production  
The world's first commercial oil well was drilled in Poland. Romania soon followed with a well at 
Bend in 1857. It was at the Romanian town of Ploiesti that the first large oil refinery was opened 
with American investment. It remained very significant as evidenced by the Allied bombing campaign 
against it in World War 2. 

1854: Publication of ‘Walden’  
Henry Thoreau’sv account of his retreat to the New England countryside was symptomatic of 
disillusionment with the fruits of urbanisation, commercialism and growing industrialisation. Many of 
his perceptions echoed those of the Romantic Movement in Europe some decades before.  

1859: Birth of North American commercial oil production 
Edwin L. Drake drilled North America’s first commercially successful oil well in 1859 near Titusville, 
PA in the USA. Tribal people had used oil from natural seepage for many centuries but the birth of 
the modern oil age might best be traced back this attempt to tap into the lamp oil market, replacing 
whale oil. There is a Canadian claim for the prior year (a well in Ontario sunk by James Millar 
Williams) but Drake’s technology was the first to be widely copied. 

1864: Publication of ‘Man and Nature’ 
This book by American geographer and traveller George Perkins Marshvi was the first comprehensive 
study of human impacts on the environment, noting the fact that many ancient civilisations had 
committed what amounted to ecological suicide and that there were lessons to be learned for the 
future. 

1865: Publication of ‘The Coal Question’ 
Economist William Stanley Jevons posed a critical dimension of sustainability: the vulnerabilities of 
dependence of geologically finite supplies of non-renewable resources, a problem made worse when 
they are sited in politically fragile regions. Human exploitation has tended to move from the picking 
of low hanging rich ‘fruit’ to less accessible and/or poorer quality produce. The ups and downs of 
prices in the marketplace can of course mask in the inevitability of ‘peaks’ in affordable and readily 
available resources, be it coal, oil, gas or minerals, including rare earths (cheap supply of the latter 
being critical for any ‘digital economy’ or battery-based technologies). That said, the side effects of 
exploitation (toxic spoil heaps, land degradation, subsidence, oil spills, air pollution, etc) can have a 
more immediate and sometimes more drastic effect than a diminishing resource supply per se. 
Jevons also drew attention to the ‘rebound effect’ by which savings created by greater efficiencies 
simply get swallowed up by more consumption. An obvious example is the attraction of more traffic 
by new roads bringing back the very congestion they were meant to solve. Energy saving via better 
insulation and more efficient gadgets in the home could be cancelled out by its occupants deciding 
to leave on the heating instead of putting on, say, warmer clothing. 
The substitution of another resource for one becoming more scare and expensive might work for a 
time but overall it is simply a game of musical chairs that will end in tears. In any case some 
substitutions do not work as well as the original and/or bring nastier side-effects (eg ‘plastics’ 
revolution). 
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1865: Foundation of The Commons Preservation Society in the UK 
This group put the issue of access, particularly for recreation in the countryside, on the agenda. The 
mass trespasses on privately owned moorlands in the 1930s took the campaign further. However, 
the problem in many rural areas increasingly became one of too much access—excessive trampling 
by human feet and pollution from visitors’ motorcars. 

1867: First hydroelectric power utilisation 
Hydroelectricity was first tapped to power a paper factory’s turbines in Grenoble, France. Nikola 
Tesla and George Westinghouse built the first HEP plant in 1895 at Niagara Falls, USA. The French 
called this energy source “white coal”. In reality it turned out to be quite ‘dirty’. Indeed, to date, its 
negative social and environmental impacts have exceeded those of nuclear power, though, of 
course, the latter’s potential hazards are far greater. 

Millions of people are been driven from their homes by the rising waters behind HEP dams and 
wildlife habitats destroyed, with more becoming adversely fragmented, while land downstream is 
deprived of vital nutrients and fish migration routes blocked. It is even thought that the weight of 
impounded waters increases dangerous seismic activity. Yet these dams themselves can have short 
lives due to silting and, in hot climates, evaporation can decrease water supply. In tropical regions, 
vegetation decay in flooded land releases significant amounts of both carbon dioxide and methane, 
the latter a particularly potent greenhouse gas. On top of such costs come the risks of dam collapse. 

Despite all this transnational bodies like the World Bank and national governments have been 
keen promoters of giant HEP schemes. Even some supporters of ‘sustainable development’ seem to 
believe that HEP is a source of clean energy. The reality is that ‘clean’ is often far from really ‘green’, 
and ‘alternative’ far from environmentally or socially appropriate. Microdams may offer a better 
prospect.  

1869: First foreign ‘package holiday’  
Thomas Cook had organised the first special train excursion back in 1841. Special cruise ships soon 
followed and before long Switzerland became perhaps the tourist economy. Cook’s package trip in 
1869 from Britain to the Middle East opened the door to mass tourism. 

1870: World’s first skyscraper building constructed 
New York’s Equitable Life Assurance Building is said to be the first of structures that now dominate 
most city skylines. They embody the modern tendency of technology to dominate its creators. 
Skyscrapers rob cities of their human scale, create unpleasant microclimates around them and pose 
all sorts of health and safety hazards. Most have been constructed with little serious thought about 
their ecological sustainability not least the energy costs and other impacts of air conditioning, lifts 
and pumped water supply. A good comparison of skyscraper environments and low-rise ones in both 
aesthetic and ecological terms is between the centre of Paris, where local regulations have restricted 
the height of new buildings since the disaster of the Montparnasse tower, and the ghastly La 
Defence complex to the NW. Dubai’s ‘Burl Halifax’ building, opened in 2010, typifies both the hubris 
and unsustainability of tall skyscrapers. Many architects clearly suffer from a warped ‘edifice’ 
complex as do, of course, politicians and developers. 

1872: Billboard industry forms lobby 
In this year, the International Bill Posters Association of North America was founded (later becoming 
Outdoor Advertising Association of America). It is one of the most successful lobbies in history, 
managing to frustrate most attempts to reduce an industry that has despoiled vast areas of urban 
and rural landscape, largely in aid of consumerism. Part of its success stems from its secretive 
nature. The tentacles of the industry spread around the world. ‘Glico Man’, for example, was the first 
billboard to cover a building, put up by a Japanese confectionary company in Osaka, 1919. 
McDonald’s and Pepsi were two of the biggest billboard advertisers. The largest billboard (as of 
2010) was ‘Paddy Power’ a gambling promotion, erected near Cheltenham in England. One of the 
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first bans on billboards was in Hawaii in 1927. In 2007 the world’s fourth largest city, Sao Paolo, 
banned the visual pollution of billboards. 

1881: First systematic assault on the Everglades 
The first of many subsequent attempts to drain the crucial wetlands of the Everglades in Florida, 
USA, was made by a real estate developer, Hamilton Disown. It is a good example of the mindset of 
‘resourcism’. Many still think that wetlands are wastelands which should be harnessed for whatever 
fancies humans conceive, be it agriculture, tourism or retirement condominiums. Many such 
programmes, not least the plantations of the so-called Big Sugar corporations, are heavily subsidised 
by the public purse. The famous abolitionist Harriet Beecher Stowevii wrote the first pubic article 
urging conservation of this rich ecosystem (writing in The Semi-Topical journal’, 1877), although 
some of her other works so praised the region that she helped to attract more people there, thus 
magnifying the problems she deplored. 

1892: Foundation of the Sierra Club 
John Muir,viii the leading voice of wilderness preservation, founded the Sierra Club, rallying the 
growing number of citizens to the cause of environment protection. In 1905, Gifford Pinchot 
becomes head of the US Forest Service. Both Pinchot and Muir were appalled by the environmental 
despoliation then rampant in the USA but otherwise epitomised two very different responses. 
Pinchot stood for a new kind of environmental managerialism in which forests, fisheries and other 
environmental systems would be put to work under scientific management for the benefit of 
humanity. 
The vast monocultures and clear-cuts of modern forestry embody the nature of such management 
(often called ‘sustained yield’ and ‘multiple use’). Even national parks were to be yoked to the goal of 
more tourist development. It certainly represented a step forward from the mindless destruction 
that had characterised white settlement of the Americas. However, it still treated the environment 
as merely a lifeless resource to be manipulated for open-ended human wants. The battle in the 
1900s between Pinchot and Muir over the damming of Hetch Hetchy valley in Yosemite National 
Park symbolised their differing perceptions of humanity’s place in nature. The dam was built and a 
once wondrous valley lost, though the loss did stimulate further protection for the rest of Yosemite. 

1882: First district lighting by electricity 
Inventor Thomas Edison switched on a system that linked 800 electric light bulbs around lower 
Manhattan in New York. Today house and street lighting is so common that the night sky has been 
effectively ‘lost’ in large parts of the world thanks to light pollution. It is a classic ‘tragedy of the 
commons’ since the problem stems from a myriad of sources, many of which might well be felt to be 
a real boon by their users but whose combined effect is such that it is having negative effects on 
species like birds, speeding up the pressures of everyday life with ‘round-the-clock’ living as well as 
blocking the wonders of the “starry, starry night”. 

1893: Launch of the National Trust in the UK 
Britain’s National Trust was set up to purchase land in order to preserve beauty spots and cultural 
landmarks. It reflected growing concern at the threat from development to cherished landscapes. 
However, a somewhat phoney notion of ‘heritage’ began to be propagated at National Trust 
properties. 

1895: ‘Birth’ of the motor car 
This year saw the first test drive of a motorcar, made by Karl Benz, in Mannheim, Germany. It was an 
invention that was to transform the world, not least by its facilitation of seemingly endless 
suburbanisation. 
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1889: Publication of ‘The Extermination of the American Bison’ 
This by William Temple Hornadayix did much to rally support to save this endangered species. It had 
been come close to extermination during the days of the ‘Wild West’. Sometimes it was killed to 
eliminate the economic basis of Native American tribes. Hornaday’s study ‘Our Vanishing Wild Life’ 
(1913) rang the alarm bells regarding the wider war against wildlife, on the eve of World War One. 
Human society recovered from the slaughter of the Great War. Extinct species do not recover. 

1903: Publication of ‘Land of Little Rain’ 
This and other books by naturalist and author Mary Austin encouraged a greater appreciation of the 
rest of nature, especially the dry lands of the American Southwest 

1905: Formation of the American Bison Society 
Reflecting the growth of concern about the disappearance of the once wondrous diversity of wildlife 
in continental America, the Bison Society, initially launched in 1905 with 16 members, took up the 
cause of the nearly extinct American bison. Estimates vary but possibly as many as 125 million bison 
wandered the prairies of North America and the woodlands of the eastern woodlands of the USA in 
1500. Five hundred years later, largely due to the systematic destruction of bison herds by incoming 
white settlers, their numbers had declined from 125,000,000 to around 100. Conservation efforts 
have raised the number significantly today but truly wild ones only number 20,000. 

1906: Pest tree first planted in Everglades 
In many parts of the world, alien species of plants and animals have been deliberately or accidently 
introduced, usually with disastrous long-term consequences since their new habitats had no checks 
and balances to control them. In the case of Florida, concern about deforestation has inspired 
professional efforts to replace losses with alien species. Thus plantings of the Australian and 
Malaysian tree Melaleuca started in 1906 with the best of intentions, with aerial seed droppings 
following in 1936. Its explosive spread not only suffocated the native vegetative cover the 
programme was designed to protect but the tree’s characteristics made fire problems worse. 

1908: Discovery of oil in Persia. 
The first commercial oil well was opened in Pennsylvania in 1859 but it was the exploitation of 
Middle East supplies that has proved most pregnant with consequences. The Persian well tapped 
what was the world’s largest oil reservoir in the world. It and other wells across the Persian Gulf tied 
the fate of countries thousands of miles away to a region plagued by political instability. 

1912: First national park system 
The USA launched the first national park system, 40 years after the establishment of the first 
individual park, Yellowstone. Today, there are over 1,100 parks over 2,500 acres around the world in 
more than 120 countries. Such parks, whatever their shortcomings, are a monument to one of the 
most solid achievements of the environmental movement. However, overall they cover only a small 
area; often being too small to offer real protection for larger species of wildlife. Moreover, they are 
suffering from the effects of mass tourism as well as from the impacts of mining, power production 
and developments outside their boundaries. And, of course, the bulk of the planet remains virtually 
unprotected. 

1912: Opening of the Casa Mila 
Antonio Gaudi pioneered a distinctly green school of architecture.x He is perhaps most famous for 
the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona but this building deserves attention.xi 

1914: Final extinction of the Passenger Pigeon. 
The death of the last known passenger pigeon in a zoo in 1914 was a portent what was to be the 
biggest impact of humanity in the 20th century: the destruction of the Earth’s once rich diversity of 
plants and animals. 
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1918: First plans to divert water from Aral Sea 
The Soviet Communists under Lenin planned gigantic irrigation schemes to boost the cash crop 
cotton. Subsequent programmes that really got underway in the 1940s have led to one of the 
world’s worst ecological disasters. By 2007, the sea was only 10% of its former size and is still 
fragmenting into smaller and smaller parts. Fisheries have been ruined and the former bed of the 
inland sea desertified with remaining waters becoming more and more salty. The drying out of the 
region also leads to fertiliser run-off and other pollutants blowing into the local air with disastrous 
health consequences. 

1921 and 1928: Invention of Leaded Petrol and CFCs 
In 1921 Thomas Midgleyxii discovered that the addition of Tetraethyllead to gasoline prevented 
"knocking" in internal combustion engines. Seven years later, he developed chlorofluorocarbons. In 
1944, he was rewarded when he became president and chairman of the American Chemical 
Society. 
Both symbolise the dangers of human interference with ecological processes, the time it often takes 
for the dangers to become clear, and the difficulties of healing the damage done. CFCs seemed to be 
a boon for humanity—cheap, non-corrosive, non-flammable and non toxic—yet all that glistered 
turned out to be far from gold. 
‘Breakthroughs’ from CFCs and leaded petrol to PCBs and asbestos were developed, initially, with 
generally benign intentions: the problems they subsequently caused cannot just be put to factors 
such as private profiteering. Often the problem is human intervention into the extremely complex 
and often only partially understood ecosystems. The same limits apply to human society. Some 
technologies might work well in the best societies but perhaps it is wiser to accept human foibles 
and the shortcomings of any conceivable social system. One example is the way time-saving 
technologies have tended to gobble up time, creating a widespread sense of a ‘time famine’ and 
what the Japanese call ‘hurry sickness’xiii as well as eroded certain important human skills and 
opportunities. They are part of a wider syndrome that, it is argued, are part and parcel of our 
individualistic and materialistic way of life.xiv 

1928: Discovery of Penicillin by Alexander Fleming 
This group of antibiotics led to huge advances in the fight against diseases, though its over-use has 
also triggered bacterial resistance to its beneficial effects. At the same time, this otherwise 
extremely welcome development had the effect of reducing human mortality rates, thereby 
speeding up human overpopulation. It is another example of the tragedy of the commons: there is 
uncontrolled, mass access to the medicines, something seemingly unquestionable at the ‘micro-
decision’ level, but leading to unexpected and unwanted consequences at the macro level. 

1930: start of the ‘Dust Bowl’ storms on the great plains of the USA 
In the droughts of the early 30s, the Great Plains of the USA were devastated by soil erosion. In the 
spectacular storm of May, 1934, some 350 million tons of topsoil were blown away, some even 
landing on ships 300 miles out in the Atlantic. It provided dramatic confirmation of what pioneer 
environmentalists like George Marsh had warned. Contemporary commentators, notably Paul Sears, 
campaigned against the folly of land degradation. Some soil conservation measures were initiated 
subsequently but the general intensification of agriculture after World War II has led to a situation 
where progressive soil impoverishment and loss has become endemic in many countries, including 
the USA. 

1934: Construction of the Boulder (later Hoover) dam in USA 
This was the first of a new generation megadams to be constructed. Many were to follow, all with 
severe ecological impacts, not least upon hydrological systems and the movement of fertile silt 
downstream. During a peak period in the 1960s, one large dam (15 m or higher) was being 
completed every day on average! 
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1936: First motorway network 
The Nazi regime opened new autobahns in Germany. Road-building to cater for rising levels of car 
and lorry usage had long been underway. The construction of special motorways by Hitler created 
the model for the dominant transport system of the rest of the century. It might even be argued that 
this was his most fateful legacy given the consequences of such policy. 

1936: First television broadcast 
The first TV pictures, broadcast by the BBC in England, were received in only a few hundred homes 
around London. Yet it opened the door to what is the greatest conduit of consumerist values. 
Hollywood movies already had spread awareness of and desire for American style affluence but TV 
reached into the private home. Film ‘talkies’ had also encouraged people around the world to copy 
American accents, clothing and so forth but TV far surpassed such influence, with American soap 
operas, situation comedies and other such fare being watched around the world (Oprah Winfrey 
alone being shown in 65 different countries). 

1942: Construction of the first nuclear reactor 
Enrico Fermi led the team at the University of Chicago that set in motion the first controlled nuclear 
chain reaction. It had two offspring. First it gave rise to nuclear weapons and thus the incineration of 
the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Second it opened to the door to so-called 
‘peaceful’ nuclear electricity plant, though the two developments are in reality Siamese twins. The 
first station to deliver electricity was at Obninsk in the USSR in 1954.  

1945: First atomic bomb attack at Hiroshima 
With the development of nuclear weapons, humankind really did enter the age when a war to end 
all wars literally could happen since the arsenals subsequently built up by rival super-powers, 
particularly the USA & USSR had the capacity to end life on Earth. Mercifully there has been no 
nuclear Armageddon. Instead humanity has been slowly wiping out other creatures and threatening 
its own future prospects by the drip-drip of ecological degradation. Meanwhile the civil nuclear 
power programme has been used by several states as a cloak under which to produce weapons 
grade nuclear material while facilitating cross subsidies to an industry that has struggled to be 
economically viable. 

1945: US synthetic chemical production passes one billion pounds weight 
The war between people might have ended but the war against the rest of Nature, one which people 
can only lose, intensified. One lethal front was the increasing production of synthetic chemicals, ones 
not naturally occurring and therefore resistant to natural breakdown and ones often highly toxic. 
They range from plastics, detergents and man-made fibres like nylon to particularly dangerous ones 
like PCBs and DDT. Despite the blowback from such chemicals, production was to accelerate 
reaching 400 billion tons by the 1980s in the USA alone. Many of these chemicals are not been fully 
tested individually, let alone in terms of synergistic effects. 

1946: opening of Heathrow airport 
The village of Heath Row was flattened to make way for the then ‘London’ airport (it was renamed in 
1966). The then air minister, under the guise of a new military aerodrome, hurriedly bulldozed 
through the development. In its first year, 60,000 people passed through its gates. In 2010, 
66,000,000 did, making it at the time the world’s 4th busiest airport. A huge shopping complex 
bestrides the terminals, while outside lie acres of car parks, flight-linked hotels, car rental and 
catering supply firms, feeder roads and railways… over 4.5 square miles. Some 72,000 people are 
employed there, with another 170,000 or so doing work for it elsewhere. 

In many ways, it is quite a representative symbol of modern lifestyles, with its restlessly 
expansionist, predatory, counter-productive and ultimately self-destructive dynamic.... one 
subsidised out of the public purse (feather-bedding of the price of aviation fuel etc). Not so long ago, 
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Heathrow was managed by a public body, the British Airport Authority but it was privatised in 1987. 
In 2010 its owner was a Spanish corporation Ferrovial.  

But even monsters have their fans One was the sci-fi writer J. G. Ballard: 
 

“I welcome its transience, alienation and discontinuities, and its unashamed response to the 
pressures of speed, disposability and the instant impulse. Here, under the flight paths of Heathrow, 
everything is designed for the next five minutes...The individual is defined, (by) the indeterminate 
flicker of flight numbers trembling on an annunciator screen. We are no longer citizens with civic 
obligations, but passengers for whom all destinations are theoretically open, our lightness of 
baggage mandated by the system. Airports have become a new kind of discontinuous city... I suspect 
that the airport will be the true city of the next century. The great airports are already suburbs of an 
invisible world capital, a virtual metropolis whose faubourgs are named Heathrow, Kennedy, Charles 
de Gaulle, Nagoya, a centripetal city whose population forever circles its notional centre... Its 
instantly summoned village life span is long enough to calm us, and short enough not to be a burden. 
The concourses are the ramblas and agoras of the future city, time-freeze zones where all the clocks 
of the world are displayed, an atlas of arrivals and destinations forever updating itself, where briefly 
we become true world citizens. Air travel may well be the most important civic duty that we 
discharge today, erasing class and national distinctions and subsuming them within the unitary 
global culture of the departure lounge.”  

 

1947: Work starts on Levittown on Long Island  
This was probably the first planned suburban development in the world, named after its builder. It 
heralded what is the most sustained and comprehensive assault on the rest of Nature, one which 
goes arm in arm with the explosive growth in private car usage as well as the ‘green cancer’ of 
suburban lawns. The flip side was the decline of many old inner city areas, some of which became 
violent ghettoes. The loss of revenue as people moved out of the city left councils less and less able 
to fund regeneration and other programmes to address urban ills.  

1947: Development of lightweight chainsaws. 
The Cox Chipper Chain made and sold in Oregon pioneered the use of lightweight, oil-powered 
chainsaws, initially in North America then in the rest of the world. This new technology helped to 
dramatically speed up deforestation and facilitate disastrous logging techniques like clear-cutting. 

1947: The dawn of ‘development’. 
American President Harry S. Truman sowed the roots of contemporary development programmes in 
his inauguration speech to Congress. His speech conceptualised a world divided between a 
developed and what, apparently for the first time in public, was characterised as ‘underdeveloped 
areas’. The latter were deemed to be backward and the task of development was to make the latter 
land ‘take off’ in pursuit of the so-called ‘good life’, as lived in North America and western Europe. 

1948: Publication of ‘Our Plundered Planet’ & ‘Road to Survival’ 
These two works, the first by Fairfield Osborn Jrxv and the second by William Vogtxvi were followed 
in 1953 by Samual Ordway’s ‘Resources and the American Dream’xvii and in 1954 by ‘The Challenge 
of Man’s Future’ by Harrison Brown. Together they challenged the post-war consensus across the 
political spectrum that human technological prowess could create, if deployed in the right hands, a 
paradise of universal affluence. They are especially noteworthy since many people excuse past 
environmental malpractice on the grounds that nobody knew what damage they were doing at the 
time. In fact, there had been many warnings that at the time were summarily dismissed. 

1948: International Union for the Conservation of Nature founded 
In the wake of the Second World War and a generally heightened awareness of the need for 
international agencies came the IUCN. However, it lacked financial resources and was isolated from 
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mainstream United Nation networks. The latter’s Food and Agriculture Organisation in particular was 
to play a major role in spreading environmentally disastrous models of agriculture. 

1949: Publication of ‘A Sand County Almanac’ 
The American forester and conservationist, Aldo Leopold,xviii published his classic statement of the 
‘Land Ethic’ in this marvellous book. It is the cornerstone of modern environmental ethics, laying the 
foundations for a worldview in which humans are just ‘plain citizens of nature’. Other species are 
recognised as possessing intrinsic, not just instrumental, value. 

1952: London smog disaster. 
Some 4,000 people died as a result of air pollution levels, dramatically spotlighting the threat to 
human health from environmental abuse. However, subsequent action to clean the air gave the 
impression that environmental problems had gone away. In fact, the danger from pollution had 
taken less visible forms than swirling smog in the streets. 

1954: ‘Virgin Lands’ scheme in USSR.  
The last large-scale destruction of grassland took place under the Khrushchev regime in the USSR 
with the state-sponsored drive to dig up the eastern steppes. Again, an ecosystem had been deemed 
a ‘wasteland’, an unproductive asset, and was duly ‘put to work’ to serve human desires. Yet again, 
Nature was to bite back when these fragile ecosystems proved prone to soil erosion when ploughed 
up. 

1955: Work starts on first large dam in the tropics 
The Kariba dam on the Zambezi opened the door to a flood of dams across the tropics, often 
financed by agencies like the World Bank. 

1956: Minamata disaster 
Shocking levels of mercury poisoning were discovered in Minamata, Japan, following methyl mercury 
pollution of local waters by the Chisso Corporation’s chemical plant. It demonstrated that the myth 
of ‘dilution-is-the-solution’ pollution control policy since the process of bioaccumulation 
concentrates pollutants in the food chain. 

1957: Publication of ‘The Breakdown of Nations’ 
Leopold Kohrxix anticipated some of the ideas popularised later by Fritz Schumacher’s ‘Small is 
Beautiful. The notion of ‘limits to growth’ is more usually applied to the scale of human demands on 
ecosystems. But they also apply to society itself. Kohn spotlighted the dangers of ‘over-big’ states, 
arguing for radical devolution to significantly smaller units. He also argued that there would need to 
be a rough-and-ready balance between such entities, otherwise the old patterns of domination and 
exploitation would reassert themselves. 
‘Human scale’ is a key plank of green thinking, its virtues threatened by mega-states, giant 
corporations and other excessively big/over-centralised institutions. Similarly, human wellbeing is 
menaced by ‘giantism’ elsewhere, not least city planning and architecture. Such principles were 
however ignored in the creation of giant nationalised industries, the consolidation of education into 
huge comprehensives,xx and in the many brutalising environments created by post-war urban 
redevelopment.xxi 

1958: ‘Four Pests’ Campaign 
This was one of the few and perhaps only sustained attempts by any government to eliminate bird 
species (particularly the sparrow). It was launched by the Chinese Communist Party under Mao. It 
spectacularly backfired, leading to such an outbreak of locust infestation that millions died from 
hunger. Despite many other assaults on environmental systems, some radicals in the West during 
the 1960s thought that Maoism was some sort of progressive alternative. 
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1962: Publication of ‘Silent Spring’ 
Marine biologist Rachel Carson’sxxii attack on the effects of pollution, particularly of pesticides on 
wildlife, was a landmark in raising public concern about what was happening to the environment. 
Almost as interesting as her book was the subsequent witch-hunt against her from the scientific, 
business and political establishment. Silent Spring really pushed the word ‘ecology’ into the public 
domain, even though it had been coined, just over a hundred years before, by the German scientist 
Ernest Haeckel in 1866. Since its publication and despite massive confirmation of its main thesis, 
production of synthetic chemicals in the USA alone has increased fivefold and worldwide there are 
some 70,000 different ones in common use. 

1962: Launch of ‘Operation Ranch Hand’ by America forces in Vietnam 
In a particularly heinous example of large-scale environmental warfare, over 12 million gallons of 
chemical defoliants were dropped by US planes during the next 11 years over southern Vietnam, 
including the dioxin-containing ‘rainbow’ agents, especially Agent Orange. Hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians died or were maimed as a result of the cancers, birth defects and other health 
effects of these chemicals. The effect on wildlife seems to have been largely ignored. 

1967: The ‘Torrey Canyon’ oil tanker oil spill 
The oil tanker hit rocks, spilling some 117,000 tons of oil off Cornwall in the United Kingdom. The 
massive local pollution helps prompt legal changes to make ship owners liable for all spills. 

1967: Discovery of iron ore in Grande Carajas in Brazil 
These deposits became the basis of the world’s largest iron ore mine and in turn of a vast plan for 
yet more mines as well as new dams (one, the Tucurui dam is the fourth largest in the world), 
plantation, ranches, roads and settlements (most of which are more like refugee camps). The Plan 
received World Bank funding in 1982. It is a truly mega-scale ‘development’, hailed as ‘progress’ but 
quite unsustainable and one which is set to ravage around a 6th of the Amazonian rainforest with 
disastrous consequences for not just the region but the rest of the world. The economic benefits as 
such will by comparison be but short-term. Beneficiaries include the EU and Japan that get cheap 
iron ore in return for credit for the project. Local elites gain too but the incoming workers get little. 
Local tribal peoples get less and probably will be wiped out, at least in terms of their cultures. 

1967: Founding of the Centre for Environmental Structure 
Founder Christopher Alexanderxxiii worked for any years at Berkley and developed what he called a 
‘pattern language’ to guide architectural design and land use planning in greater harmony with the 
Earth. 

1968: Publication of ‘The Population Bomb’ 
This famous polemic by Paul Ehrlichxxiv stirred the first big debate in modern times about the 
consequences of human population growth. It was attacked from the political Left and Right and to 
this day there are many who argue that human numbers do not count. Meanwhile, the human 
population increases by some 250,000 every single day. 

1968: Publication of ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ 
This seminal essay by Garrett Hardinxxv in the American magazine, ‘Science’, is one of the most 
frequently cited, controversial and still compelling ever published. It challenged the popular but 
naive tendency to blame all environmental problems simply upon the self-serving behaviour of 
vested interests like big business. Instead, it spotlighted the cumulative consequences of all the little 
decisions we make in our daily lives, often taken with no ill intended but with collectively ruinous 
results in the long-term. The analysis is crucial to the construction of a sustainable relationship to 
common environmental resources air, water and migratory wildlife etc., and indeed to any open 
access human systems e.g. the public highway. 
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1968: Biosphere conference 
Experts from around the world meet for the first time at the U.N. Biosphere Conference in the 
UNESCO centre in Paris to discuss global environmental problems, including pollution, resource loss, 
and the destruction of wetland ecosystems.  

1968: Publication of ‘Desert Solitaire’ 
The reflections by author and campaigner Edward Abbeyxxvi on his experiences working for the 
National Park Service in the USA helped to spotlight how even national parks could become yoked to 
industrialised tourism. He wrote several works of ‘green’ fiction, notably ‘The Monkey Wrench Gang’ 
(1975), works that helped to inspire the rise of more militant groups such as Earth First! 

1969: Launch of Friends of the Earth in the USA 
Led by the American conservationist, David Brower,xxvii who had been ousted from the by now more 
conservative Sierra Club, FoE embodied the shift by environmentalists to a more active style of 
campaigning and lobbying. A British branch followed a year later and soon hit the headlines with its 
campaigns against non-returnable bottles. Other direction action groups followed in FoE’s wake, 
notably Greenpeace and the even more militant group Earth First! A whole army of green non-
governmental organisations sprouted over the following years and their combined memberships 
were soon to outnumber older popular movements such as trade unionism. The sinking of the 
Greenpeace boat Rainbow Warrior in a New Zealand harbour by French agents in 1985 and the 
murder in 1988 of Chico Mendes, campaigner against rainforest destruction in Brazil, showed that 
there was literally, not just metaphorically, a ‘battle’ for the planet taking place. 

1969: River catches fire 
On June 22, the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, Ohio, heavily polluted with oil and a cocktail of other 
chemicals actually catch fire, with flames reaching five stories height. There had been fires before, 
notably 1952 but media coverage spread alarm about the extent of pollution and its consequences. 

1969: Publication of ‘Design with Nature’ 
Ian McHargxxviii work his landmark study of land use planning in the late 1960s but as the tidal wave 
of urban sprawl since then sadly shows the lessons he taught have been largely ignored. Yet his 
thinking is still central to the pursuit of a better way of living on the land. 

1970: First issue of ‘The Ecologist’ 
What, for many years, was the leading green journal was launched by publisher Edward 
Goldsmithxxix with Peter Bunyardxxx authoring several important articles over the years. Their work 
fed into the Blueprint for Survival published two years. ‘The Ecologist’ was to publish many critical 
articles on issues ranging from big dams to genetic engineering. Special issues blew the lid off 
monstrosities like nuclear energy. Goldsmith’s study ‘The Way’ is a major work of green thinking. 

1970: Voyage of the ‘Kon-Tiki’ 
Thor Heyerdahl’sxxxi voyage in a raft to explore ancient navigational techniques discovered large-
scale clots of oil and other pollutants right in the middle of the Atlantic. Such findings, well away 
from human habitation, drew public attention to the fact that even remote areas were suffering 
from pollution. 

1970: Earth Day 
The first Earth Day in the USA symbolised the growth of environmental concern through the 1960s. 
Some 20 million people took part in events in over 2,000 communities. High profile pollution 
accidents particularly provoked public outcry, especially a series of major oil spills. It helped to spark 
landmark environmental laws including the Endangered Species Act and the Safe Drinking Water Act. 
Disasters at chemical plant e.g. Seveso (Italy, 1976), Bhopal (1984) and Sandoz (upper Rhine, 1986), 
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as well as at nuclear reactor disasters e.g. Three Mile Island (USA, 1979) & Chernobyl (USSR, 1986) 
were to play the same role over the following years, as did yet more oil spillage e.g. Exxon Valdez. 

1970: Bangladesh floods 
Tidal waves following a hurricane killed some 300,000 people in Bangladesh. It was the first of a 
number of modern ‘natural disasters’ that are not really natural but rather human-made. In this 
case, it was due to the settlement of hazardous areas due to land shortages created by 
overpopulation and aggravated by inequalities in land ownership. Such has been the rate of local 
population growth that such losses are ‘made up’ in short order. 

1971: Publication of ‘The Entropy Law and the Economic Process’ 
This landmark book by Romanian economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegenxxxii was a critical challenge 
to a pro-growth consensus that actually most mainstream economics, from Marxism through 
Keynesianism to Monetarism and from the policies of State Dirigisme to those of Market 
Fundamentalism. It helped to build a new school of ecological economics, one rooted in the realities 
of our geologically finite, entropy-bound and ecologically connected Earth. Critical to its 
development has been the work of Herman Daly.xxxiii We need a combination of degrowth in several 
sectors as a stepping stone to a steady-state economy. 

1971: Menton conference 
Some 2,200 scientists met in Menton, France, sending a message to the U.N. about the need for 
environmental action: “Solutions to the actual problems of pollution, hunger, over-population, and 
war may be more simple to find than the formula for the common effort through which the search 
for the solutions must occur, but we must make a beginning.” Again, it gives the lie to the excuse for 
inaction by governments and business enterprises that “we didn’t know then what we know now”. 
In reality, responsible experts have issue scientifically informed warnings by for decades now. 

1971: Completion of the Aswan dam in Egypt 
This giant dam was deemed ‘a pyramid for the living’ according to President Nasser. He had 
bulldozed through the scheme, locking up dissident scientists who warned of the negative effects it 
would have, especially downstream. Yet it perhaps best symbolised everything that was wrong with 
conventional development programmes in general and dam schemes in particular. It also illustrates 
the foolishness of blaming every bad thing on the ‘rich north’. 

1972: UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm 
The ‘Only One Earth’ conference pulled together and publicised many of the strands of 
environmental concern that had built up through the 1960s. The first photographs of the Earth taken 
from space flights had underlined dramatically the ‘oneness’ of the planet and that it was the one 
and only home all people and all species shared. Sadly, the conference was significant in another 
way, embodying a recurrent tendency to generate a lot of hot air about environmental degradation, 
pollution and resource depletion, without appropriate action afterwards. The main legacy of the 
conference was UNEP The United Nations Environment Programme. 

1972: Publication of ‘The Blueprint for Survival’ and ‘The Limits to Growth’ 
A team around Teddy Goldsmith, publisher of The Ecologist magazine, produced ‘The Blueprint’xxxiv . 
It generated a lot of debate particularly in Britain, which many leading scientists and others 
endorsing the document. It remains one of the most cogent studies of the human predicament. 
‘Limits To Growth’xxxv, hit the global headlines and provoked a furious counter-attack. Part of the 
reason was the use of computer technology by the team from the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology to produce alarming models of what would happen if humanity continued on its present 
course. It was commissioned by the Club of Rome.xxxvi It necessarily simplified reality and could not 
quantify factors like human ingenuity. However, it is foolish to ignore its central message — that the 
attempt to maximise human numbers and consumption levels on a finite planet can only end in 
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disaster. Revealingly, some of the fiercest attacks on the Report came from the left of the old 
political spectrum. The study has been up-dated and elaborated recently in ‘Beyond the Limits’ by D. 
Meadows et al, 1992 (Earthscan).xxxvii 

1972: Foundation of the Values Party in New Zealand 
This was the first nation-wide party based on an explicitly environmental foundation to be launched. 
In the following year, People! was launched in the UK, basing itself on the ‘Blueprint for Survival’. It 
was to become the Ecology and then Green Party. The founding conference of Die Grünen in 
Germany took place in 1980, though there were many local initiatives and green networks before 
then. The first election of a green MP to a national parliament happened in Switzerland in 1979. 

1972: Acid Rain report 
Researchers reported that three-quarters of the acid rain falling in Sweden is caused by pollution 
originating in other countries. In other words, they were waging a veritable chemical warfare and 
then leaving the victim of their assault pick up the bill for the damage done. Meanwhile, owners of 
the source polluting industries could claim to be making profit since they were not paying for the full 
cost of their activities. 

1972: Superstack chimney built to ‘reduce’ pollution at Sudbury, Canada 
The copper and nickel smelter complex at Sudbury was one of the worst sources of pollution in the 
then industrialised world, emitting, for example, more sulphur dioxide in just 10 years than all the 
world’s volcanoes. The local environmental damage led to the construction of what is the world’s 
second tallest free standing chimney to disperse the pollution but what happened was the spread of 
the damage to previously unpolluted areas. The real solution to pollution is neither dispersal nor 
dilution but reduction at the input stage and on-site recycling, not at the end of a pipe or chimney. 

1973: Publication of ‘The Shallow & Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement’ 
This essay by the noted Norwegian philosopher Arne Naessxxxviii was the first to spotlight the 
divergence between those who claim to be concerned about the environment. The ‘shallow’ 
environmentalists, Naess argued, just see waste and pollution as an interference with the unchanged 
goal of ‘business-as-usual’, as a hiccup on the road of progress that could be cured by better 
management and more technology. See, for example, ‘The Gaia Atlas of Planet Management’ (N. 
Myers, ed., 1985). Naess laid the foundations for what, today, is often called ‘deep ecology’, which 
recognises the need for a deeper reconciliation between humans and non-human species. 

1973: Publication of ‘Small is Beautiful’ 
This collection of essays by Fritz Schumacherxxxix popularised the idea that big is often far from 
better. 

1973: Arab oil embargo 
Arab country members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) reduced oil 
exports to Europe and initiated an oil embargo against the USA for its support of Israel in the Yom 
Kippur war with Egypt and Syria. The subsequent fivefold increase in average oil prices triggered a 
scare about resources running out. Though the shock spotlighted that oil was a non-renewable 
resource, supply gluts in subsequent years dissipated concern. More seriously, attention was 
diverted from the real issue—the erosion of the renewable resource base and of the Earth’s life-
support systems. The ecological crisis is about the side effects of resource use, not the availability of 
specific resources per se or the substitutability by other materials. 

1973: CITES signed 
The Convention on Trade in Endangered Species banned trade in animal products such as tiger skins 
and turtle shells, while imposing controls on other trades deemed to threaten plant and animal 



Time Running Out? A Green History of Modern Times 
 

28 

species. However, the real threat to non-human species remains the destruction and fragmentation 
of habitats, something largely unchecked and which in many areas has gone from bad to worse. 

1973: Trans-Amazon Highway completed. 
Roads help to destroy rainforests by giving access to the jungle to commercial interests like loggers, 
ranchers and miners as well as the landless poor in search of somewhere to farm. Together both big 
‘bites’ (dam impoundments) and tiny bites (a myriad of little cultivated patches cut out of the forest) 
eat away this critical ecosystem. Thus, the first Trans-Amazon Highway opened up an orgy of forest 
destruction in the world's largest rainforest, home to up to half of the world's species. 

1973: Launch of the Chipko movement 
Women in Himalayan villages in Northern India started the Chipko movementxl against deforestation 
by commercial loggers in the region. 

1973: First Green elected 
The first Green to be elected was Helen Smith in 1973 winning a seat on the Porirua City Council 
(New Zealand) 

1973: Sahel drought 
Famine kills millions across a wide area of arid Africa. Overgrazing, linked to both overpopulation and 
loss of better farmland to export cash crops, intensified desertification with disastrous consequences 
for those without economic clout. 

1973 The Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 
‘MARPOL’ restricts the release of pollutants from ocean-going vessels. It regulates dumping and 
accidental spills of oil, garbage, plastics, and sewage. The current state of the seas demonstrates the 
limited impact of light touch regulation. 

1974: The UN Population conference in Bucharest 
This event marked the refusal of many organisations and ideological currents to face the challenge of 
human population growth. The same problem repeated itself in 1992 at the Earth Summit. 

1974: First ozone depletion warning 
Two scientists, Roland & Molina, warned that the human-created chemicals chlorofluorocarbons 
would erode the protective ozone layer in the upper atmosphere. Alarm increased in 1985 when a 
team of British scientists found a decrease in atmospheric ozone above Antarctica. International 
action only came about in 1987, with the signing of the Montreal Protocol by 36 countries. The 
subsequent London agreement in 1990 agreed to phase out CFC production by 2000. However, fears 
remain about CFC replacements and some 2,000,000 tons of ozone layer-threatening chemicals 
remain inside insulation materials, refrigeration, fire-fighting and other equipment around the world. 

1975: Dam disaster in China 
Built to control flooding and supply HEP, the Banqiao dam failed to contain flood water after heavy 
rains. The subsequent torrent directly killed some 26,000 people and indirectly, through disease and 
hunger, another 145,000. Several million lost their homes. 

1976: Discovery of the Love Canal toxic waste dump 
Local population growth in the 1950s in the Niagara Falls area led to the construction of housing and  
a school on and near a former dumping site for chemical wastes. Not surprisingly severe health 
problems resulted for locals, including an abnormally high rate of miscarriages. The situation led to 
the creation of the ‘Superfund’ in the USA to pay for environmental remediation of Love Canal and a 
number of similar sites. Yet there are many, many such dumps around the world, increasingly in poor 
parts of what used to be called the Third World. 
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1977: Green Belt Movement established in Kenya 
Wangari Maathai xliformed Africa's first genuinely nongovernmental environment group. It pays poor 
rural women to plant trees across the country to protect their farms from soil erosion and 
desertification. Over the next 20 years, more than 20 million trees are planted. 

1977: New wave of anti-dam protests 
Indigenous protestors in the Philippines force the World Bank to withdraw its financial backing for 
the construction of four large dams along the Chico River. The effort to block the projects energizes a 
global movement to protect rivers and resist new dam building. 

1978: Publication of ‘Earth Wisdom’ 
This work by Dolores LaChappellexlii is part of an important research and writing effort to spotlight 
ways of reconnecting with the rest of nature. She shows that more information about what is 
happening to the Earth does not necessarily help: we need a new narrative for greater harmony with 
the planet. 

1979: One-child policy launched in China  
Perhaps the single most important initiative by a government was the single child policy, introduced 
in 1978 and firs applied in the following year. Though implementation was uneven, with a mix of 
penalties and loss of benefits not uniformly applied, the policy had the effect of preventing the 
addition of at least 250 million and according to some estimate 300 million more mouths to China’s 
wilting ecological systems. Though it has had some significant negative side effects, including a rise in 
female infanticide and a male-female imbalance, the fundamental matter is that it created a 
breathing space to prevent the famines and other disasters that would have happened without it. 

Of course, it would not have been so urgently necessary if it had not been for the virulently pro-
natalist policies of Maoism before. It also demonstrates the limits of grassroots approaches. It was a 
policy that could only be decided at the top and collectively applied. It does seem to have 
commanded widespread. However, the policy is being relaxed. The consequences of renewed 
population growth, coupled to the costs of China’s rapid economic expansion, can only mean that 
the likelihood of ecological Armageddon is growing. 

1979: Another nuclear reactor accident  
The reactor core at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant in Pennsylvania, USA, partially melted 
down, releasing radiation into the surrounding communities. 

1979: Publication of ‘A New Look at Life on Earth’ 
James Lovelock is a British scientist who used to work for the American space agency, NASA. His little 
book used the ancient idea of an Earth goddess Gaia to argue that the planet’s biogeochemical 
systems form one self-regulating entity on whose well being all of us depend. Lovelock’s support for 
nuclear power opened a gulf between him and the green movement that had seen his thesis as 
support for their message.  

1979: First Green MP 
The first candidate from a Green Party elected to a national parliament was Daniel Brelaz in 
Switzerland. 

1979: Another oil tanker disaster 
 The Amoco Cadiz oil tanker sank off Brittany. 

1979: Mexican oil disaster 
A catastrophic blowout occurred on the Ixtoc I offshore oil well in the Bay of Campeche in the Gulf of 
Mexico. Some 140m gallons of oil in total entered the sea over nearly a year before the oil well was 
sealed, making it the second-worst oil spill in history. 
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1980: Publication of ‘The Destruction of Nature in the Soviet Union’ 
Boris Komarovxliii was the pseudonym of a high-up Russian official. His ‘whistle-blowing’ drew 
attention to the calamitous environmental as well as human costs of the whole Soviet system. 

1980: Publication of ‘The Global 2000 Report to the President’ 
This study by G. Barney et al. for American President Jimmy Carter reflected the way in which 
concern about the environment had made an impact inside the formal political system. However, 
the rise of Ronald Reagan and then George Bush knocked it back down the agenda. Some have 
argued that the presence as current vice-President of Al Gore, author of a book calling for strong 
action on environmental problems, represents a recovery of lost ground. Others wait for evidence. 

1981: Detection of AIDS virus 
Clinical studies identified the virus. Within the following two decades it rapidly spread throughout 
the world killing millions of people and devastating some parts of Africa. The origins of AIDS remain 
disputed but it seems reasonable to suspect that, like so many threats from pandemic disease, it 
stems from either reckless technological experimentation and/or human interference with the rest 
of Nature. 

1983: Die Grünen breakthrough in West Germany 
The German Greens won 5% of the national vote that gave them 27 seats in the Bundestag. However 
ecology is only one of the self-proclaimed ‘four pillars’ of the Party and the weakest of them. 

1983: Key global overwarming studies 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. National Academy of Sciences published 
reports that concluded that the build-up of carbon dioxide and other “greenhouse gases” in the 
Earth’s atmosphere will lead to global overwarming. A certain percentage of ‘greenhouse gases’ in 
the atmosphere provides a necessary degree of warmth! The labelling of the threat as just ‘global 
warming’ has wrongly given many people the impression, especially in cooler countries, that 
attendant climate change might be quite beneficial. 

1984: Ethiopian famine. 
The second great famine in Africa in just over a decade brings growing concern about climate 
change. The drought belt of Africa has had almost two decades of exceptionally dry weather. And it 
is clear that traditional coping strategies among poor farmers and herding communities have broken 
down. 

1984: Danube Circle formed in Hungary. 
This green group successfully opposed the planned Nagymaros dam on the beautiful Danube Bend. 

1984: Bhopal pollution disaster 
Some 10,000 people are killed and many more are injured when Union Carbide’s pesticide plant in 
the Indian city of Bhopal, India sends a poisonous cloud of Methyl Isocyanate gas into the local air. 

1985: Completion of the ‘Hundertwassserhaus’ 
Friedensreich Hundertwasser showed the possibilities of a distinctly green architecture with this 
building in Vienna.xliv 

1985: Greenpeace boat ‘Rainbow Warrior’ sunk. 
French government commandos attach limpet mines to the hull of the Greenpeace flagship as it sits 
in Auckland Harbour, New Zealand, preparing to harass French nuclear tests at the Mururoa atoll in 
the Pacific. The boat sinks and one crew member died in the blast. International outcry resulted but 
the killing of the Earth’s defenders goes on and indeed has been rising.xlv 
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1985: Environmental campaigner murdered 
Poachers in Rwanda murdered wildlife defender Dian Fosseyxlvi because of her conservation 
activities. 

1985: News of big ozone hole above Antarctica  
British scientists working in the region made this alarming discovery. January ozone levels had 
dropped 10 per cent below those of the previous year. Man-made chemicals, especially CFCs, were 
pinpointed as the cause, though, as noted above, at the time of their development CFCs were 
thought to be a wonderful breakthrough. 

1985: UK Ecology Party becomes Green Party 
Originally founded as People!, the Ecology Party had slowly grown, producing some significant 
statements of the real alternative to ‘business-as-usual’.xlvii There was a feeling that the word 
‘Ecology’ sounded rather too ‘scientific and perhaps might put off possible supporters. In any case 
the success of Due Grünen in the then West Germany suggested a name change might be in order. 

1986: Chernobyl nuclear disaster 
A reckless experiment, actually a mismanaged ’safety test’, by operators cause the release of a 
radioactive cloud which crosses not just western USSR but also Scandinavia. The nuclear accident is 
further proof that technological systems must be failure-tolerant, not failure-proof, since something 
will always go wrong and we must be able to live wit the consequences. 

1987: Publication of ‘Our Common Future’  
The so-called Brundtland Report attracted a lot of public interest. It stressed the links between 
poverty in the Third World and environmental degradation, though it was less forthcoming about 
how both might be partly linked to overconsumption in the industrialised world. In many ways, the 
Report expressed the voice of the more progressive section of global élites. As such, it was a call for a 
more refined exploitation and manipulation of the environment, rather than a real change of 
direction. In particular it called for more economic growth, contrary to studies like The Limits-To-
Growth. 

1987: Montreal Protocol signed. 
Scientific concern that the whole of the ozone layer could soon disappear forces governments to 
agree an emergency phase-out programme for the most damaging chemicals but only after major 
manufacturers such as DuPont and CI withdraw their opposition at the last minute. 

1987: The Basel Convention 
It sought to control movement of hazardous wastes across borders outlawing the export of toxic 
wastes from developed to developing countries for final disposal. The trade none the less continues, 
often illegally. 

1987: Human population shoots past 5 billion 
Such numbers multiply every unsustainable impact spotlighted in this timeline and, at the same 
time, make each one harder to solve. Yet many people, even plenty of so-called environmentalists 
deny or evade the issue… as if numbers don’t count. 

1988: Global warming warning 
One of the main events to draw attention to the possibility of the greenhouse effect and disastrous 
consequences that might follow it was the speech by NASA climatologist James Hansen to Congress 
in the USA. ‘Evidence is pretty strong, he argued, ‘that the greenhouse effect is here’. It remains a 
fiercely contested thesis while undeniable and equally lethal time bombs like soil erosion tick away 
without the same degree of attention. 
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1988: Biodiversity report 
Biologist E. O. Wilsonxlviii published ‘Biodiversity’, a collection of reports from the National Forum on 
Biodiversity in the United States. The study detailed how humans are rapidly wiping out the once 
rich diversity of plants and animals. 

1988: First pictures from space of forest fires on Earth. 
Concern about deforestation, especially the destruction of tropical rainforests increased rapidly 
during the 1980s. The space shuttle ‘Discovery’ sent back dramatic pictures which documented the 
scale of the fires that, each summer, burn down more of Amazonia. Despite alarm, the rate of forest 
loss increased from 11 million hectares per annum in 1982 to an annual loss of 17 million ten years 
later. 

1988: North Sea seal deaths. 
A mystery epidemic kills 18,000 seals in the North and Baltic Seas. Canine distemper is later 
diagnosed, but a build-up of poisonous organic chemicals is widely blamed for disabling the seals' 
immune systems. An upsurge in unexplained deaths among other marine mammals may have had a 
similar cause. It is a salutary reminder that the real pollution problem is not this or that chemical but 
the synergistic interaction of a cocktail of chemicals, man-made or naturally occurring, which 
together overwhelm ecological and human tolerances.  

1988: Launch of the “Wise Use Movement” in the USA. 
This coalition of developers launched to ‘eradicate the environmental movement’ embodies the 
backlash as business and other interests fight to repeal all limits on mining, industrial, tourist and 
other exploitation of protected lands and generally challenge environmental measures. The research 
and proposals of the scientists on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climatic Change, for example, has 
been fought by a body called the Climate Council which argues that global warming is a hoax and 
that economic expansion, particularly more exploitation of fossil fuels, should proceed unchecked. 
One recent innovation has been the tactic of SLAPPS (‘strategic lawsuits against public participation’) 
to stop public protest against environmentally destructive activities. 

1988: ‘Time’ magazine cover with picture of the Earth 
Symptomatic of growing public and media awareness was the decision of Time magazine to replace 
the usual ‘Man of the Year’ (sic) cover with one of the Earth, since, according to the editor 
‘environmental disasters—drought, floods, forests, polluted beaches—dominated the news that 
year. 

1988: Environmental campaigner murdered 
Ranchers murdered environmentalist Chico Mendesxlix because of his outspoken opposition to the 
destruction of the Amazonian rainforest and for his efforts to unionise rubber tappers. 

1989: Elections to European Parliament 
The surprising success of the green parties, especially in the UK some 15% of the vote, reflected 
public disquiet about the state of the environment. The rise of Die Grünen in Germany had helped to 
add the word ‘green’ to the political vocabulary. However, deep concern and commitment were not 
so strong and this, more than anything else, explains the subsequent collapse of the green vote in 
most countries. Apathy, ignorance and prejudice remain deeply entrenched in the general public, 
while action to conserve and restore environmental systems threatens vested interests and 
traditional ways of doing things across all sections of society, not just the rich and powerful at the 
top. 

1989: Publication success of ‘The Green Consumer Guide’ 
This book by John Elkington & Judith Hailes was the publishing sensation of the year in the UK. 
However, its basic assumption that if consumers learn to consume ‘better’, they can continue to 
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consume more was challenged and some have argued that ‘green consumerism’ makes people feel 
self-satisfied about making only minor changes to their lifestyles. However, the movement has had 
some impact on businesses, with many firms making at least some positive changes to the product 
range. In the USA, a booklet called ‘50 Simple Things You Can Do To Save The Earth’ sold over 
700,000 copies, reaching no. 1 in the New York Times bestseller list. Unfortunately, the fate of the 
Earth depends upon some rather painful and difficult decisions as well. 

1989: Sinking of oil tanker ‘Exxon Valdez’ 
A tanker carrying crude oil from Alaskan oil fields ran aground in Prince William Sound, spilling 12 
million gallons of oil across a huge area of pristine Arctic habitat. More than 250,000 birds and at 
least 2,800 sea otters are thought to have been killed. Since the Exxon Valdez sinking, at least 1.1 
million tons of oil have been spilled worldwide, the equivalent to 30 Valdez. Even ordinary spills, 
leaks and dumping from ships is far worse than the big spills, with oil the equivalent of 17 Exxon 
Valdez being emptied by ships into the Mediterranean alone each year. 

1889: Fall of Communism 
The fall of the infamous Berlin Wall was symbolic of a more general collapse of the Communist Bloc. 
Though not directly pertinent, it shows the possibilities of widely unexpected and dramatic change, 
something on which the sustainable common good depends. That said, dismay at the terrible 
environmental degradation and pollution in the Soviet Bloc helped to undermine the system, not 
least because of the brave works of dissidents who spotlighted such costs. The Chernobyl disaster 
played a particularly significant role in discrediting the entire Communist edifice. 

1990: Earth Day 
Some 200 million people in 141 countries are estimated to have participated in the 1990 Earth Day, 
making it the largest global demonstration in history. It took place 20 years after the first such event 
but many environmental trends had taken a marked turn for the worse over that interval. 

1991: First Gulf War 
The battle over Kuwait and its oilfields illustrated the dangers of society’s extreme dependence on a 
finite and strategically vulnerable resource like oil. However, water is more likely to be at the centre 
of future ‘resource’ wars. Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein sabotages the oil wells of Kuwait. Over the 
following days, up to 520m gallons of oil poured into the sea, roughly equivalent to burying an area 
the size of Kent one foot deep in oil as an article in The Guardian put it. The resulting fires burn for 
many months, unleashing clouds of black smoke across the region, causing lung diseases and 
polluting the desert with oil lakes. Anglo-American air strikes released further oil into the Gulf. 

1992: The ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio. 
In some ways, the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio in 1992 was a re-run of 
the Stockholm conference twenty years earlier, sometimes with the same faces. It aroused great 
media interest but again subsequent actions by national governments have not matched the 
environmental sickness documented in the conference proceedings. It launched a programme under 
the name of Agenda 21, which many environmentalists have criticised, not least for its endorsement 
of greater world trade ‘liberalisation’. ‘The Brundtland Report’ and the Earth Summit reflected and 
emphasised the notion of global environmental change and of sustainable development, the latter 
making a debatable assumption that social improvement and environmental conservation go hand in 
hand. This is in marked contrast to the notion of ‘limits to growth’ popularised in the early 1970s. 

1992: Scientists’ warning about ecological ruination 
1,575 scientists from 69 countries jointly issued the ‘World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity’, arguing 
that “human beings and the natural world are on a collision course.” 
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1992: Destruction of Twyford Down by new road 
Construction of bypass motorway triggers big protests against a project that makes little difference 
to the problem the ‘infrastructure lobby’ claimed it would solve. 

1993: Launch of European Union Eco-Labelling Scheme 
Symptomatic of the increasing role of the European Commission and a trend towards a tightening of 
business regulations was the introduction of a standardised system to help consumers to identify 
greener goods and services. However, the scheme was voluntary and its criteria limited. The award 
of ecolabels to dishwashers epitomises what could amount to nothing more than a green gloss on 
the surface of consumerism in the richer sections of the world. 

1994: UN Conference on Population & Development in Cairo. 
Population has forced its way back on the agenda but opposition to family planning and similar 
measures is coming not only from religious groups but also some sections of the feminist movement. 
The link between environmental conservation and social development also persists unquestioned, 
even though there is much evidence that the underlying theory, that of the so-called demographic 
transition, is in many ways fallacious. 

1994: Establishment of the World Trade Organisation 
The ‘Uruguay Round’ of the General Agreement on tariffs and Trade (GATT) established the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO). It reflected and, more significantly, encouraged the process of 
globalisation, with the aim of a global free market and concomitant expansion of trade between 
countries and continents. It encourages economic ‘monoculture’, with regions specialising in certain 
products. 

This in turn is creating further ecological damage, as once diverse environments are bulldozed 
into single crop production systems. It also intensifies economic vulnerability — export markets can 
simply disappear due to changes in taste and fashion while technological innovation by competitors 
could wipe out the basis of whole economies. That very competition also creates further pressure to 
cut costs, slash wages, water down health and safety safeguards and sacrifice environmental 
protection. 

Already local and national environmental measures such as mandatory recycling schemes and 
fishing net controls have been deemed to be against the interests of ‘fair competition’ by WTO. 
Generally institutions like the WTO and the whole process of so-called ‘free trade’ is reducing 
everything to the lowest common denominator, relentlessly sacrificing the interests of human 
community and environmental conservation. (It is scarcely ‘free’ trade since enormous multinational 
corporations dominate the system, making sure it operates in their sectional interests). 

1995: Environmental campaigner executed 
Journalist and environmentalist Ken Sara-Wiwal was executed by the Nigerian government for his 
outspoken opposition to the rape of the Niger delta by the oil industry. Shell Oil – “You can be sure 
of Shell” in the words of one of their old adverts – lurks in the background. 

1995: Truck road from Manaus, Brazil, to Venezuela is completed 
Highways are the routes to further destruction of Amazonia, facilitating access for miners (gold 
seekers etc), ranchers and army of small-scale farmers whose ‘bites’ out of the forest may be tiny 
but together devour big areas of this critical ecosystem. 

1995: Report from The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
The IPCC, a group of hundreds of leading climate scientists assembled by the U.N. in 1988, produced 
a report that concluded thus: “the balance of evidence suggests that there is a discernible human 
influence on global climate.” 
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1996: New pollution warning. 
‘Our Stolen Future’ by Theo Colborn, John Myers, and Dianne Dumanoski was published. It warned 
of the threat to the reproductive systems of animals— including humans—from the cocktail of 
synthetic chemicals released into the environment, many of which mimic and thereby disrupt natural 
hormones. 

1997: Kyoto Protocol signed. 
Industrial nations agreed to cut their emissions of greenhouse gases by 5 per cent by 2010 as a first 
practical step to stemming global warming. The Protocol strengthened the 1992 Climate Change 
Convention. But controversial rules to allow countries to trade their emissions entitlements, insisted 
on by the US, remain to be finalised and threaten to undermine the deal. In 2001 U.S. President 
George W. Bush announced that the USA would not ratify the Kyoto Protocol, saying that the 
country could not ‘afford’ to reduce CO 2 emissions. Of course, only idiots think that economics 
come before ecology. As a whole the world’s decision-makers fiddle while the Earth burns. 

1997: New levels of Global Pyromania 
Forest fires around the world burned more than 5 million hectares of forests and other lands. More 
tropical forests were burned in 1997 than in any other year in recorded history. 

1997: Environmental campaigner murdered 
Environmentalist Judith Barili was murdered because of her outspoken opposition to the logging of 
ancient redwood forests in the USA. 

1997: Giant floating garbage patch in Pacific reported by media. 
This soup of plastic waste, chemical sludge and other pollutants, nicknamed the “trash vortex” and 
said to be the size of the USA, was floating in mid-Pacific. Some 20% is thought to originate from 
ships, showing that marine transport is not so environmentally friendly as some seem to think. 

1998: Millennium's hottest year. 
Analysis of thermometer records along with tree rings, ice cores and lake sediments confirm that the 
penultimate year of the millennium is also its hottest, coming in the hottest decade of the hottest 
century. Few now doubt that the world is set on a warming trend, nor that human activity is to 
blame. 

1998: New ozone hole record 
The ozone hole over Antarctica was estimated as 25 million square kilometres in size. The previous 
record, set in 1993, was a ‘mere’ 3 million square kilometres. 

1998: Borneo forest fires. 
Landowners on the Indonesian island set huge areas of forest on fire as they clear land for palm oil 
plantations. The fires spread out of control in an unusual dry spell probably caused by changes to the 
patterns of El Nino air and ocean current oscillations something likely to have been triggered by 
global warming. 

1999: Human population shoots past 6 billion 
One billion people have been added to the total world population in just 12 years after the 5 billion 
mark was hit in 1987. 

1999: Mass protest against the World Trade Organisation in Seattle. 
The end of the last Millennium witnessed the birth of what amounts to a worldwide resistance 
movement. One of its most obvious manifestations has been a series of street demonstrations that 
have confronted world leaders at international trade talks. Some commentators have talked of the 
‘Seattle Spirit’ after one such event. Most startling were the battles on the streets of Gothenburg in 
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which the police fired live rounds at protestors and in Genoa where one protestor was killed. Similar 
protests have plagued the meetings of global élites in places such as Prague, and Davos. A rival event 
to the Davos meeting was held in Porto Alegre in Brazil in January 2001 and attracted some 12,000 
people from many parts of the world. 

1999: Opening of world’s largest oil refinery 
The Jamnagar Refinery Complex in India was opened with an installed capacity of 661,000 barrels 
per day. Such gigantic capacity sits badly with the realities of peak oil and the need to drastically 
slash oil production anyway because of its direct contribution to global warming as well as many 
other environmental ills and geo-political insecurities. The timing of peak oil is widely estimated to 
be between 2010-2120 though the International Energy Agency has suggested that the plateau of 
maximum production may already have occurred in 2006, though the number of variables involved 
(including reliability of reserve estimates) makes it difficult to be precise. 

2000: Mass protests across Latin America against ‘neo-liberal’ policies 
In the spring of 2000, large-scale protests swept Bolivia challenging government concessions in the 
water supply industry to foreign corporations. Over the summer further north in Ecuador, there 
were huge protests against the privatisation of social security, a typical policy measure in the neo-
liberal economic model. In November of that year, there was a seven million strong general strike in 
Argentina against an austerity plan imposed on the country by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). Some of the biggest on-going movements have been in rural Mexico. 

2000: Treaty on Persistent Organic Pollutants 
This required the complete phase-out of nine persistent, highly toxic pesticides and limits the use of 
several other chemicals, including dioxins, furans, and PCBs. In other words, legislation was required 
to do what was necessary and what ‘market forces’ had failed to achieve. 

2000: Cyanide pollution disaster 
The Aurul goldmine dam in Romania overflowed, releasing cyanide-laced slurry into the Danube 
River. The spill is been compared to the nuclear accident at Chernobyl in 1986. 

2000: Coal slurry pollution disaster 
More than 300 million gallons of coal slurry sludge was released when an impoundment dam 
collapsed, polluting waterways in Kentucky, USA. Some 100 miles of streams are devastated and 
millions of fish killed. 

2000: Mozambique floods 
Some 700 people were killed and around 1 million people displaced, with massive loss of cattle, due 
to floods. Part of the cause was the destruction of plateau grasslands in the region so the unusually 
heavy rainfall ran off more quickly into rivers while drained wetlands downstream no longer 
contained the resulting floodwaters. Urbanisation had also created far more areas of tarmac and 
concrete so even less water could be absorbed. The basic thread is local population growth. But of 
course such factors were largely ignored in reportage. 

2000: Californian blackouts 
Months of blackouts hit California, largely the result of the deregulation of the energy market there. 
Huge financial killings were made by energy giant Enron which itself went bankrupt at the end of 
2001 at a cost of some 17 billion dollars. 

2001: Human gene study 
The $3 billion Human Genome Project reported that the human gene count is only about 30,000—
about the same as that of a weed or a mouse—not 100,000 as expected. News of the finding fuels 
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concerns about the wisdom of genetic manipulation, including inserting genes into food crops and 
re-engineering animals or humans.  

2001: Terrorist Attacks on New York and Washington 
The destruction of the World Trade Centre and other terrorist atrocities were widely deemed to 
mark a point where the world would never be the same again. Certainly, they did highlight the 
underlying instability of the much-vaunted ‘new world order’. However, the more fundamental 
reality was that little had changed. Indeed, the terrorist attacks and subsequent military responses 
only served to distract attention from the most fundamental threat to the security of all peoples, the 
mounting ecological crisis. 

2001: Spacecraft photos of receding glaciers 
Science magazine published images from the NASA satellite survey of over 2,000 glaciers which 
showed that most of are shrinking. 

2001: New IPCC report 
It argues that “new and stronger evidence that most of the observed warming of the last 50 years is 
attributable to human activities.” The new study projects that at current rates, average 
temperatures will increase by 1.4 to 5.8 degrees centigrade by 2100. 

2001: Massive Dam displacement begins 
Despite mass protests, a massive relocation of over one million people begins to make way for the 
enormous Three Gorges Dam scheme. 

2002: ‘Prestige’ oil spill 
The sinking of the single-hulled oil tanker Prestige off N.W. Spain, led to the country’s worst 
environmental disaster, another sacrifice on the Altar of Oil Addiction. Oil slicks were still being 
released 4 years later, 

2005: Environmental campaigner murdered 
Thai monk and environmental campaigner Phra Supoj was murdered during a dispute with local 
landowners in Thailand over deforestation. 

2005. Chemical plant disaster in China 
Explosions at the Jilin petrochemical chemical plant explosions in China killed and injured dozens, 
forced the evacuation of the own and released an estimated 100 ton toxic slick into local waters, 
some of it even reaching the Sea of Japan. As usual in the ‘economic miracle’ commonly said to be 
modern China, chronic mismanagement preceded the disaster while denial and cover-up followed. 
Break-neck industrialisation once again broke necks and fractured environmental systems. 

2007: Environmental campaigner murdered 
Environmentalist Ilya Borodaenko was beaten to death by Russian neo-Nazis during  a protest 
against the Angarsk Electrolysis plant near Lake Baikal in Siberia. 

2007: City advertising ban 
The world’s fourth largest city, Sao Paolo, almost completely banned the visual pollution of 
billboards, outdoor video screens and ads on buses whilst limiting the size of store frontage signs, 
under its ‘clean city’ law. 

2008: British bank nationalised 
Former building society Northern Rock was nationalised, following the first run on a British bank for 
over one 100 years. Of course, orthodox economists have long been pronouncing that 
nationalisation was ‘out-of-date’ and quite inconceivable. Later the Bradford and Bingley was also 
taken into state ownership while the Royal Bank of Scotland was part nationalised. 
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2008: Icelandic economic miracle implodes 
Iceland had been going through a boom but it turned out to be an unsustainable bubble as a banking 
crisis devastated its economy. 

2009: Biggest bank bail-out in history 
The Labour government continued to bail out the Royal Bank of Scotland. One year after an initial 
bailout, the government put an additional £25.5 billion into the bank. As a result, the total cost of 
the RBS bailout reached £53.5 billion. The Treasury also agreed to underwrite £282 billion of its toxic 
assets. It also gave a further £5.7 billion to the Lloyds Banking Group. The ‘fat cat’ bonus’ culture 
continued unchecked, however, and no bailout was forthcoming for the UK’s failing ecosystems and 
its dwindling wildlife. No bankers have gone to jail despite what is widely regarded as criminal 
behaviour. 

Meanwhile job losses continued with the prospect of large long-term youth unemployment 
but the welfare of the super-rich at public expense remained central to Labour thinking. Despite the 
evident mismanagement, greed, and irresponsibility, apologists for the banks continued to argue 
that they had to ‘reward’ their senior managers to retain their alleged talent. The same pattern – 
socialism for the rich, capitalism for the comparatively poor  – was repeated elsewhere, contrary to 
all the rhetoric about letting market forces rule. Thus, the Citigroup, JPMorgan Chase, Wells Fargo 
and Bank of America were all bailed out in the USA. 

2010: Floating garbage patch in Atlantic reported by media. 
In the wake of the Pacific “trash vortex” (see above, 1997), another was reported mid-Atlantic, 
confirming the worst fears about dying seas. Pollution by people truly does reach every corner of the 
Earth, sea and land. 

2010: Another disastrous dam project given go-ahead 
Overcoming legal objections, the Brazilian government, under the so-called progressive President 
Lula da Salva, awarded contracts for the enormous Belo Monte dam project in the Pará region of 
Brazil. Both local ecology and indigenous peoples will suffer badly. It will be the second-largest 
hydroelectric dam complex in Brazil, and the world's third largest, behind the Three Gorges Dam 
(China) and Itaipu Dam (Brazil-Paraguay). Its electricity will fuel further destruction in the form of the 
extraction and refining of large mineral deposits in the region. A state-owned company is funded it, 
again underlining that it is not just private capitalism is simply to blame for the world’s ecological 
woes. 

2010: Another oil rig disaster. 
Following explosions and fires which killed several workers, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig off 
Louisiana sank, leading to initial leaks of about 5,000 barrels (210,000 gallons) a day. Later estimates 
raised the total spill to over 90 million gallons of oil. In comparison the Exxon Valdez oil tanker spilled 
about 11 million gallons of oil in Alaska in 1989. Yet BP had fought to water down regulations on 
deep-sea drilling before the disaster. The full effect of the spill on wildlife will not be known for 
generations. Entire classes of marine species may be at risk of extinction in the region. 

Meanwhile Shell was pushing ahead with plans to drill the Arctic Sea, defying calls for a 
moratorium on offshore exploration in that critical ecosystem. The first-ever large wells will be 
drilled in the Chukchi and Beaufort seas. John Hofmeister, former president of Shell Oil, dismissed 
the Gulf disaster as “an anomaly” (Guardian, 16/05/2010). President Obama says BP will pay “every 
cent” of the clean-up cost. But it was his administration that last year intervened to support the 
reversal of a court order that would have halted offshore oil drilling in the Gulf of Mexico.  

The real problem, however, is not accidents but routine spillage and dumping, as in the case of 
the so-called ‘Amazonian Chernobyl’ caused by the exploitation of oilfields of eastern Ecuador. The 
latest disaster is merely an extreme example of what happens in an industry in which accidents and 
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routine pollution are the norm. In January 2010, a tanker collided with two barges at Port Arthur, 
Texas, dumping 450,000 gallons of oil into the gulf.  

Yet if we continue to depend to this highly polluting and risky energy source, such events will 
most likely reoccur. The risks are inherent and the better safety policy is one that insists that new 
developments are not ‘fail-safe’ (an impossibility) but fail-tolerant, i.e. the consequences are 
tolerable. Such drilling is indeed a “drop of ocean” when it comes to total demand for oil and will do 
little to reduce the approach of Peak Oil. The sustainable path would be to plan for post-Peak Oil, not 
desperately squeeze out a bit more oil, making the inevitable transition harder. 

2010: Indus River disaster 
Extreme rainfall, partly at least caused by global warming, resulted in vast floods which, submerged 
nearly 25% of all cultivable land in Pakistan and drowned many towns and villages, disrupting the 
lives of some 20 million people. Many of who were forced to flee to camps where insanitary 
conditions further threatened their well being. Some 5,000 miles of road and rail plus 1,000 bridges 
were washed away, while 7,000 schools and 400 health clinics were destroyed. Pictures from the 
disaster revealed the extent to which deforestation has removed the vegetation that might have 
soaked up some of the excess rain. Rapid population growth had also multiplied the umber of people 
at risk, forcing vulnerable land to be settled. The kleptomaniac ruling élite simply made a very bad 
matter worse. 

2010: Artificial life breakthrough 
American scientists announced the development of the first synthetic living cell. The pollution of 
evolution took another grave step forward. Also becoming louder were calls for geo-engineeringlii to 
counter the existential threat from climate change. Perhaps it is the ultimate technofix, liiithe illusion 
that technological miracles can magic away problems, most of which actually economic, social and, 
most of all, cultural change. 

2010: First English Green Party MP 
In the 2010 General Election, Caroline Lucas,liv the then leader of the Green Party of England and 
Wales, was elected in the constituency of Brighton Pavilion on the south coast of England 
 
© Sandy Irvine, Newcastle upon Tyne, mostly written in 2011 
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i http://www.igbp.net/globalchange/greatacceleration.4.1b8ae20512db692f2a680001630.html  
ii Being written by a resident of the UK, it tend to focus on events there, especially explicitly political ones, eg the 
emergence of green politics in the UK 
iii Apparently by summer 2018, at one time, one million people were in the air. 
iv https://www.populationmatters.org/why-thomas-malthus-is-still-relevant-today/ and 
https://sandyirvineblog.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/malthus-and-modern-times.pdf  
v https://www.walden.org/thoreau/  
vi http://www2.clarku.edu/departments/marsh/about/index.cfm  
vii https://fcit.usf.edu/florida/lessons/stowe/stowe.htm  
viii https://discoverjohnmuir.com/muir-info/  
ix http://hornadayscrapbooks.com/about_hornaday  
x http://blog.lpainc.com/lpa-blog/bid/25739/Sustainable-Design-Lessons-From-Gaudi  . 
xi https://www.archdaily.com/367681/ad-classics-casa-mila-antoni-gaudi 
See also: https://www.archdaily.com/438992/ad-classics-la-sagrada-familia-antoni-gaudi  
xii https://interestingengineering.com/thomas-midgley-jr-the-man-who-harmed-the-world-the-most  
xiii https://qz.com/work/1272033/why-you-never-have-enough-time-a-history/ and 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/community/2000/03/29/our-lives/slow-down-you-move-too-fast/#.W8YG5qfMzUI  
xiv eg https://clivehamilton.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/affluenza.pdf  
xv https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/625703  
xvi 
https://eps.berkeley.edu/people/lunaleopold/(014)%20Review%20of%20Road%20to%20Survival%20by%20W%20Vogt.pdf  
xvii https://www.nytimes.com/1971/11/20/archives/samuel-h-ordway-jr-is-dead-a-lawyer-and-conservatlonist.html  
xviii https://www.aldoleopold.org/about/aldo-leopold/  
xix https://web.archive.org/web/20101130151330/http://rightlivelihood.org/kohr.html  
xx cf http://www.hse.org.uk/about_hse.html  
xxi eg https://londonist.com/london/books-and-poetry/brutalismisoverrated. See also: 
http://www.arcduecitta.it/world/2014/01/block-superblock-and-megablock-a-short-history/ 
The Tour Montparnasse in Paris might stand as a symbol of such folly. Sadly the drive to throw up mega-towers seems to 
keep returning: 
https://qz.com/301127/paris-is-really-close-to-ruining-its-skyline-again/  
xxii http://www.rachelcarson.org  
xxiii http://www.patternlanguage.com/ca/ca.html  
xxiv https://ccb.stanford.edu/paul-r-ehrlich  
xxv https://www.garretthardinsociety.org  
xxvi http://www.abbeyweb.net  
xxvii https://browercenter.org/about/who-was-david-brower/  
xxviii https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Design+with+Nature%2C+25th+Anniversary+Edition-p-9780471114604  
xxix https://theecologist.org/profile/edward-goldsmith and 
http://www.rightlivelihoodaward.org/fileadmin/Files/PDF/Literature_Recipients/Goldsmith/Goldsmith_-_Ecology.pdf  
xxx https://green-history.uk/people/peter-bunyard  
xxxi https://www.kon-tiki.no/thor-heyerdahl/  
xxxii https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/092180099500011W  
xxxiii https://editors.eol.org/eoearth/wiki/Daly,_Herman_E. , https://www.humansandnature.org/herman-daly and 
https://steadystate.org/herman-daly/  
xxxiv https://theecologist.org/2012/jan/27/ecologist-january-1972-blueprint-survival  
xxxv https://www.clubofrome.org/report/the-limits-to-growth/  
xxxvi https://www.clubofrome.org  
xxxvii http://donellameadows.org/archives/beyond-the-limits-to-growth/  
xxxviii http://www.deepecology.org/deepecology.htm  
xxxix https://centerforneweconomics.org/envision/legacy/ernst-friedrich-schumacher/  
xl http://edugreen.teri.res.in/explore/forestry/chipko.htm  
xli https://www.greenbeltmovement.org/wangari-maathai  
xlii https://www.lachapellelegacy.org/Dolores.html  
xliii https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02701325  
xliv http://www.hundertwasser-haus.info/en/blog/category/philosophy/ 
For some UK examples, try: 
https://www.hockertonhousingproject.org.uk  
https://www.bioregional.com/the-bedzed-
story/?gclid=CjwKCAjwmJbeBRBCEiwAAY4VVa6I1_mbcdGYPJ9ru63Dd59ilDdjTlke07PD6uH-
b2fri6QutMj2QRoCv2YQAvD_BwE  
https://www.ecovillagefindhorn.com 
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https://ogilviej.wordpress.com/a-car-free-environment/  
Mention must be made of this development in SW Germany: 
https://www.uclg-cisdp.org/sites/default/files/Freiburg_2010_en_final.pdf  
xlv https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jul/13/environmental-defenders-being-killed-in-record-numbers-
globally-new-research-reveals  
xlvi https://gorillafund.org/who-we-are/dian-fossey/dian-fossey-bio/  
xlvii eg https://green-history.uk/library/doc-archive/file/217-ecology-party-euro-manifesto-1979  
xlviii https://eowilsonfoundation.org  
xlix https://www.edf.org/chico-mendes-living-legacy  
l https://www.goldmanprize.org/recipient/ken-saro-wiwa/  
li http://www.judibari.org  
lii https://yalebooks.co.uk/display.asp?k=9780300205213  
liii https://www.newsociety.com/Books/T/Techno-Fix ; https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/177256/why-things-
bite-back-by-edward-tenner/9780679747567/ ;  
liv https://www.carolinelucas.com/caroline  


