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Chapter 1

Why we have
to transform
ourselves

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

3

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.

... they allow
for intensive
agriculture.

Furthermore we
encounter a fast growing
flow of industrial
materials, an increasing
amount of traffic and
so forth ...

Soil, fresh water ressources, forests and oceans are
over-exploited or even being
destroyed.

This results in

the growth of
CO2-emissions and
thereby in a global
rise in temperature.
The *climate is
warming up.

Biodiversity,
the richness of
nature, is declining
dramatically.

And the human influence on basic
chemical processes like for instance
the *carbon cycle is enormous.
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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.

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.

The »great refractor« is the main
telescope of the Astrophysical
Observatory.

For me sustainable
development comprises
certain fundamental
values and rights,
such as ...

We need a change towards
*sustainable development ...

... food security,
medical care, education,
recreation in a natural
environment and so
forth.

The central building of the PIK ...

If we do not »turn the corner« we
shall collide with the *Planetary
Boundaries.
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the Greenhouse
effect

For instance, the
2 °C-Climate Protection Guardrail

has been picked up
internationally and
adopted by many
nations.

Since 1994 the WBGU
identified the »Planetary
Boundaries« for Climate
Change as well as for
Biodiversity and other areas
of global change.

Right now a conference of
the WBGU is taking place.

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.
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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.
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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 WBGU describes
these Planetary
Boundaries as
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Source: Rockström et al., 2009
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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.

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.

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:

Do you believe that you

are better off than
your grandparents were
at their time?

Do you think your

Especially Climate
Change has

a very long
»brake distance«
and thus must be
limited immediately.
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grandchildren
will be better off
than you are now?

Do you think this
is okay?

11

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.

The past shows that people and entire
civilisations have the ability to change. For
instance, around 11.000 years ago people
started to pursue …

This was the so called
Neolithic Revolution.

The second great cultural
… agriculture and stock farming.

They changed from a nomadic to a
sedentary society. This also became

change happened some 250
years ago: the industrial
revolution. This was when
the age of fossil fuels
started.

possible because the climate had
stabilized and grown into a reliable
factor.

Neolithic Age

Stone Age
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