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Hans JoacHim (»JoHn«) 
scHellnHuber is tHe founding 
and current director of tHe 

Potsdam institute for climate 
imPact researcH (PiK). He is 

also external Professor at tHe 
*santa fe institute, cHairman 

of tHe *climate-Kic and cHair of 
tHe german advisory council on 

global cHange (Wbgu).

Potsdam, telegrafenberg, albert 
einstein science ParK 

since tHe 
industrialisation tHe 
amount of man-made 

environmental cHanges 
Have reacHed a neW 

dimension.

at tHat time about one 
billion PeoPle lived on 
eartH. today We are 7 

billion, and in 2050 some 9 
billion PeoPle Will inHabit 

tHis Planet.

*Names and terms marked by an * are explained in the glossary of this book

ChapTer 1

why we have  
To Transform  

ourselves
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one of tHe driving forces 
beHind tHis exPansion lies in 
tHe use of *fossil energy 

ressources sucH as coal, oil 
and natural gas ...

on tHe Way to His office, 
JoHn scHellnHuber Passes 
tHe famous einstein toWer.

many areas of our natural 
environment reveal 

critical develoPments.

soil, fresH Water ressour-
ces, forests and oceans are 
over-exPloited or even being 

destroyed.

biodiversity, 
tHe ricHness of 

nature, is declining 
dramatically.

and tHe Human influence on basic 
cHemical Processes liKe for instance 

tHe *carbon cycle is enormous.

... tHey alloW 
for intensive 
agriculture.

furtHermore We 
encounter a fast groWing 

floW of industrial 
materials, an increasing 
amount of traffic and  

so fortH ...

tHis results in 
tHe groWtH of 

co2-emissions and 
tHereby in a global 
rise in temPerature. 

tHe *climate is 
Warming uP.
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at staKe is tHe Planetary life-suPPort system, WHicH 
ensures tHe same stable basis of existence to Human 

civilisation WHicH once Has enabled it to unfold.

Here, an energy-oPtimised office 
building is being constructed.

in order to alter our 
course and to Prevent 
tHe eartH system from 
breaKing doWn, We must  

reinvent ourselves.

tHe »great refractor« is tHe main 
telescoPe of tHe astroPHysical 

observatory. 

We need a cHange toWards  
*sustainable develoPment ...

tHe central building of tHe PiK ...

... food security, 
medical care, education, 
recreation in a natural 

environment and so 
fortH.

for me sustainable 
develoPment comPrises 

certain fundamental 
values and rigHts,  

sucH as ...

if We do not »turn tHe corner« We 
sHall collide WitH tHe *Planetary 

boundaries.



 

 

*Planetary boundaries
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rigHt noW a conference of 
tHe Wbgu is taKing Place.

since 1994 tHe Wbgu 
identified tHe »Planetary 
boundaries« for climate 
cHange as Well as for 

biodiversity and otHer areas 
of global cHange.

for instance, tHe 
2 °c-climate Pro-
tection guardrail 
Has been PicKed uP 
internationally and 

adoPted by many 
nations.

it means tHat global 
Warming must be 

KePt beloW 2 °c in 
order to alloW us to 

successfully deal WitH 
tHe consequences 

of tHe rise of 
temPerature.i am really 

concerned tHat tHe 
Progress We made 
internationally Was 
not as substantial 

as it Would Have been 
necessary.

a comParison: if tHe 
temPerature of tHe 

Human body increases 
by only 2 °c, We call 
it fever. WHen tHe 

temPerature exceeds 
40 °c, one organ after 

tHe otHer breaKs doWn, 
and finally tHe WHole 
system »Human being« 

collaPses.

tHe greenHouse 
effect

tHe Wbgu describes 
tHese Planetary 
boundaries as 

measurable damage 
limits. once tHey are 
transgressed tHe 

immediate or future 
consequences Would 
be intolerable and Put 
our civilisation at risK. 

staying WitHin tHe 
boundaries means, so to 

sPeaK, staying safe.

Source: Rockström et al., 2009
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first of all We Have to 
*decarbonise tHe energy 

systems WorldWide 
WHicH means rePlacing 
fossil ressources by 

reneWable ones in order 
to limit global Warming 

to a maximum of 2 °c.

sucH fundamental Processes of cHange need creativity and innovation. 
and – above all – a World society of global citizens tHat Presses aHead 

WitH solving Problems tHat cannot be solved by single countries.

tHis Will only be Possible 
if every single Person is 

PrePared to question His or 
Her Way of life. in order to 
be able to stay WitHin tHe 
boundaries We Have to Put 

tHings on tHe rigHt tracK in 
tHis decade!

for tomorroW‘s global 
society tHe same aPPlies 
as for today‘s national 
societies, namely tHat 
tHe rigHts of future 

generations are taKen into 
account. in my lectures i 

alWays asK tHree sPecific 
questions:

esPecially climate 
cHange Has  
a very long  

»braKe distance« 
and tHus must be 
limited immediately.

do you believe tHat you 
are better off tHan 

your grandParents Were 
at tHeir time? 

do you tHinK your 
grandcHildren 

Will be better off 
tHan you are noW?

do you tHinK tHis 
is oKay?
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since tHere sHould be someone sPeaKing 
for future generations i Have suggested 
rePeatedly to aPPoint ombudsPeoPle tHat 

Will rePresent tHose in Parliament WHo Have 
no vote yet. tHis Would be an extension of 

democracy.

tHis Was tHe so called 
neolitHic revolution.

tHe second great cultural 
cHange HaPPened some 250 
years ago: tHe industrial 
revolution. tHis Was WHen 

tHe age of fossil fuels 
started. 

tHe Past sHoWs tHat PeoPle and entire 
civilisations Have tHe ability to cHange. for 

instance, around 11.000 years ago PeoPle 
started to Pursue … … agriculture and stocK farming. 

tHey cHanged from a nomadic to a 
sedentary society. tHis also became 

Possible because tHe climate Had 
stabilized and groWn into a reliable 

factor. 

neolitHic age stone age


