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            Introduction

         

         It is easy to be defeatist about the fate of our planet. There is a climate crisis, species extinctions are in overdrive, tropical forests are disappearing, grasslands are ploughed up, almost all our rivers are barricaded by dams, ice is melting, sea levels are rising, and pollution is choking cities and creating dead zones in the oceans. A recent international study led by Swedish scientist Johan Rockström found we have already exceeded six of nine planetary boundaries – the ecological red lines beyond which key life-support systems become increasingly unstable.

         And then there is the politics. I began writing this book in the days after Donald Trump was re-elected U.S. President, following a campaign in which he said defenders of nature and even climate scientists were part of ‘the enemy within’. On taking office, he followed his words with actions: leaving the Paris climate agreement, ripping up aid programmes, and firing thousands of scientists at federal agencies in charge of forests, wildlife, the atmosphere, oceans, climate policy and pollution control, as well as removing mention of climate change on many government websites, and deleting scientific findings that he and his advisers found uncongenial. This 2bout of denialism came weeks after a record-breaking hurricane ripped through part of North Carolina, killing dozens of people and uprooting and flattening millions of trees, and just days after unprecedented wildfires engulfed suburbs of Los Angeles.

         We are, many scientists agree, in a new geological era: the Anthropocene. Humans are the dominant force shaping our planet’s atmosphere, oceans, rivers and soils. Sadly, things are not going well. We need to do some urgent fixing, or our time on the planet may prove all too transient. The Anthropocene could be over almost before it begins.

         So, is there hope? Can we make good on our crowded planet? Can we, despite it all, conjure up a Good Anthropocene? Most environmentalists almost reflexively think not. They see the Anthropocene as a dystopian era, with the climate out of control, nature in a nosedive to obliteration, and ourselves likely to follow soon after. They are not alone in their pessimism: many scientists have long held a dismal view of the future. Over two decades ago, British Astronomer Royal Martin Rees gave humanity only a fifty-fifty chance of surviving the twenty-first century.

         Well, I agree that oblivion is one possible outcome. There is plenty to be scared about; plenty that feels unstoppable. But I refuse to be too despondent. We have fixed stuff before. You might say that fixing stuff defines us as a species. As ecologist Ruth DeFries of Columbia University puts it: ‘Humanity thrives in the face of natural crisis … ingenuity has brought humanity back from the brink time and again.’ She calls it ‘the big ratchet’: problems prompt solutions that create new problems that prompt new solutions. 3

         Some of these solutions are technical fixes. In recent decades, we have banned human-made chemicals that were eating the ozone layer, curbed acid rain and urban smogs, banished ubiquitous toxic nasties such as brain-eating lead in petrol, and staved off mass hunger by making farm fertilizer from nitrogen in the air. Of course, just because we have successfully averted particular disasters in the past does not guarantee that we will or can do so in the future. But many things that appear unstoppable can be halted and reversed, if we have the will to try.

         In recent decades, in spite of the political pushbacks, the climate crisis has remained high on the international agenda, and there is a concerted effort from scientists, industry and individuals to meet the challenges it presents. Indeed, many economists say that low-carbon energy generation has already become so efficient and cheap that even Trump’s executive orders and punitive taxes cannot hold it back. They note that he has failed before in his anti-environmental aims. In his first term in the White House, he promised to bring back coal mining in America. Yet coal burning in the country’s power stations fell during that term by 39 per cent, more than under either his predecessor Barack Obama or his successor Joe Biden. Even if he succeeds better in his King Coal strategy this time, America’s greatest rival for global economic dominance, China, seems hell-bent on conquering the world with low-carbon tech. With Trump in the White House, I’d bank on it succeeding.

         But tech is not our only hope. We humans have another powerful ally for remaking the planet: the living world. We often think of nature as fragile and doomed in our hands. 4But all the evidence suggests that it is dynamic, resilient and unlikely to fold under our onslaught. It has survived huge asteroid hits and ice ages. And today it is bursting through pavements, regenerating forests, taking back abandoned farmland and even supercharging evolution to replace lost species. The natural world has its limits, of course, and those planetary boundaries loom large; but all is not lost.

         
             

         

         The debate between environmental optimists and pessimists goes back a long way. For centuries, doomsters have warned that our pursuit of a better life, coupled with population growth, must end in ecological overreach and tragedy. At the end of the eighteenth century, as the Industrial Revolution accelerated, English economist Thomas Robert Malthus said mass hunger was inevitable as exponential rises in human numbers exceeded slower increases in food production. Such thinking was pernicious. It underpinned the refusal of British colonial authorities to alleviate famines happening under their watch from Ireland to India.

         Malthusian pessimism stalked the twentieth century too. In a now-forgotten 1940s bestseller, American ornithologist William Vogt argued that ‘three-quarters of the human race will be wiped out’ by 2050. He called his book Road to Survival, but it was a bleak road. He proposed that ‘large areas of the Earth now occupied by backward populations will have to be written off’. Two decades later, American biologist Paul Ehrlich, who had read Vogt as a teenager, wrote his own dystopian page-turner, The Population Bomb. It declared that ‘the battle to feed humanity is over’. As early as the 1980s, 5‘the world will undergo vast famines. Hundreds of millions of people are going to starve to death.’

         On the other side of the debate, optimists have countered with appeals to human nature and faith in scientific and economic progress. Some conjectures were a bit fanciful. Philosopher William Godwin, a contemporary of Malthus, argued that moral improvement would ‘eclipse the desire for sex’, and so head off demographic disaster. More practically, American agronomist Norman Borlaug, begetter of the agricultural Green Revolution in the mid-twentieth century, drew hope from the extraordinary ability of his high-yielding crops to feed our rising numbers. Meanwhile, economists such as Julian Simon of the Heritage Foundation have touted the power of free markets to solve shortages of key commodities. Yes, population growth brings more mouths to feed, he said, but it also brings ‘more hands to work and more brains to think’ – to come up with more solutions to emerging problems.

         So far, the optimists can point to significant wins. Ehrlich’s fears of mass hunger, which helped define my generation’s environmental pessimism, have been proved wrong, at least so far – in large part because of Borlaug’s Green Revolution. Simon famously won a bet with Ehrlich when he argued against the idea that the world was rapidly running out of resources and correctly wagered that key commodity prices would fall in the 1980s. Canadian polymath Steven Pinker documented in his 2018 book Enlightenment Now how famines, undernourishment, and deaths from infectious, maternal, and nutritional diseases had all plummeted in recent decades. 6

         So far, so good. But population, incomes and consumption all continue to grow – and climate change is a truly global menace. Has the apocalypse been cancelled or merely postponed? Are we living on borrowed time, plundering the world’s resources today with devastating consequences for future generations? British systems theorist Geoffrey West, in his 2021 book Scale, said the constant tide of innovations in which Simon placed his faith cannot ultimately keep up with the runaway pace of new threats. We are on an ever-accelerating treadmill, he concluded, and cannot hope to keep our footing for much longer.

         Who is right? Can we stay on the treadmill? And better yet, can we slow it down?

         Back in the 1960s, Ehrlich framed his alarmist predictions around a simple formula. Humanity’s impact on the planet and its resources, he observed, is ultimately governed by three factors: the number of people the planet has to sustain, the amount of stuff consumed by each person, and the environmental impact of that stuff. He foresaw disaster because rising trends for the first two would overwhelm any improvements we make to the third.

         But the evidence so far is that things are not as bad as he feared. As this book explores, we are proving ever more reluctant breeders. The first of Ehrlich’s factors, rising global population, is not accelerating as he expected. Our numbers are likely to stabilize later this century and may fall thereafter. For his second factor, developed countries seem to be at or nearing ‘peak stuff’, and there are good grounds to think that others will follow in time. On the third factor, the gains are much more than Ehrlich imagined. The stuff we consume is 7being produced with a much reduced environmental impact. All this suggests that in the Anthropocene, we may be able to slow the treadmill down.

         I have spent four decades as an environmental reporter, writing bad-news stories as I explore everything from local environmental disputes to Rockström’s planetary boundaries. In 1989, I wrote one of the first books on climate change. I fully understand our planet’s peril, and don’t retract a word. But, in the time that I have been covering the climate crisis, I have seen what advances we have made, and they give me hope that we can still turn things around.

         Nothing in this book is an argument for complacency. My purpose is to shine a light on solutions and offer hope in dark times. Too much pessimism can be the enemy of the very action we urgently need. And so, in that spirit, what follows are my seven reasons to be at least a little bit hopeful about our future on planet Earth. Here is how we just might be able to have a Good Anthropocene. Despite it all. 8
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            Nature Is Finding a Way

         

         They are on the prowl. Forming packs in forests, sauntering through abandoned farmland, ambling down railway tracks and motorway verges, hunting even in the suburbs. Wolves are returning to Western Europe big time. Nobody reintroduced them, or prepared habitat they might like. They are arriving under their own steam, for their own reasons and in their own time. Spreading west from the forests of Russia and the Carpathian Mountains, packs of grey wolves have crossed through Germany, climbed the Alps, and headed down through Italy and across France into northern Spain. Scandinavian populations are booming too. For most of the twentieth century, wolves had disappeared from much of western Europe, remembered only in legend and nursery rhymes. Now they are present in every mainland European country, and almost certainly number more than 20,000.

         These apex predators – symbols of wildness for many of us – are not alone in their dramatic return. Brown bears, jackals and lynx, too, are recolonizing Europe. If you look for it, there is plenty of good news about nature’s return. Urban badlands are becoming havens for rare species, and wildlife is running riot in radioactive exclusion zones. Across the Atlantic, the felled forests of the American Appalachians are regrowing. 10Admittedly, very little of the world is pristine any longer. The human hand is everywhere, and deforestation remains rampant across much of the tropics. But amid the desecration, nature is finding a way to adapt, to evolve, and to reclaim its own.

         Often this resurgence goes unremarked, and the opportunity to help it along is being lost. The problem is that our idea of nature tends to mean ‘unspoiled nature’, a landscape or species that exists entirely apart from human interference. We revere what we regard as intact environments, while ignoring and even disdaining nature’s scruffier, more feral, untamed lands that exist in conjunction with, or in recovery from, human activity.

         That is understandable. Our ideas about nature have grown out of centuries of Western culture, in which the natural world has been celebrated as untainted and essentially apart from us. But a new generation of ecologists is starting to embrace, research and even love these new wildernesses that spring up alongside or in the wake of man-made destruction. Novel ecosystems, some call them. The new ecologists reject the idea that true nature only exists when it is untouched by humans or set apart from us. They also reject the idea that the primary duty of environmentalists should be to maintain that separation.

         The ideal of pristine nature ‘is damaging to conservation and our ability to rectify past damage,’ says British ecologist Sarah Dalrymple of Liverpool John Moores University. ‘It stymies action’ by sidelining conservation in the huge areas of the world where nature is in recovery mode. This does not mean we should stop worrying about lost biodiversity, but we 11do need to stop being precious about what kinds of nature we value and celebrate. If we are able to think differently about the forms of nature we cherish, we will see that nature isn’t so fragile. It fights back. In my years of reporting, I have seen plenty of reasons to rejoice at its resilience, vigour and sheer unstoppability.

         
             

         

         Let’s be under no illusion. The scale of humanity’s impact on the natural world is staggering. Since the Industrial Revolution, and especially since the mid-twentieth century, we have colonized, concreted over, ploughed up, drained, dammed, and otherwise wrecked natural ecosystems at an unprecedented rate. I have seen these changes in many places.

         In 1990, as a rookie reporter, I flew across the Malaysian province of Sarawak in northern Borneo. There was logging in the coastal swamps, but inland was still largely tree-covered, with occasional longhouses visible in clearings. But change was coming. Our Twin Otter plane, flying low over the forests to a one-man-operated airport in the small, isolated town of Marudi, carried people from both worlds. In the seats at the back, a Penan tribeswoman in traditional dress and with earlobes stretched to her shoulders was clutching a live chicken. But up front were suited executives, headed for a branch office of Sarawak Plywood, ready to take charge of newly established timber concessions.

         I returned to Sarawak four years later to find those loggers on the rampage. They claimed they were engaged in ‘sustainable’ logging, and the province’s chief minister, Abdul Taib Mahmud, insisted to me that ‘of course we protect our forests. People here love nature.’ Maybe so, but on my next visit in 12 2016, the trees had all gone, replaced as far as the eye could see by plantations of palm oil. I was there to report on how a defender of the land rights of local Penan longhouse residents had been assassinated.

         From the oilfields of Siberia to the desert that was once the Aral Sea, and from the Amazon rainforest to the wetlands of the Brazilian Pantanal, such horrors continue. But elsewhere, especially away from the tropics, something else is going on. Nature is sometimes coming back. One reason is that, as the world’s population is increasingly concentrated in urban areas, many rural regions are emptying of people. The world has reached ‘peak farmland’. By some estimates, four million square kilometres – an area half the size of Australia – has been abandoned by farmers in the past two decades. In such places, the potential for nature to recover is huge.

         Some of the largest expanses of rural depopulation are in the former Communist countries of Eastern Europe, where ecologist Gergana Daskalova has lived the change. She told me her story. She was just nine months old when Communism ended in Bulgaria and the state-run farm in her home village, Tyurkmen, closed. The inhabitants left en masse, including Daskalova’s parents. She grew up with her grandparents in a countryside where ‘houses were abandoned, fields were engulfed by vegetation, and birds like pheasants and hoopoes became a more common sight than people’.

         Daskalova eventually left too, travelling abroad and forging an academic career, exploring how our world is being transformed by human activity. But what was happening back home continued to intrigue her, and she has lately returned to Tyurkmen to research how nature is recolonizing the abandoned 13farmland of her childhood. How, among the voracious brambles and vines, there are the colourful floral remains of old gardens, but also orchids and a profusion of wild grasses.

         The story is being repeated across large parts of Bulgaria, where the 2021 census found 300 ‘ghost villages’, mostly surrounded by huge areas of former farms that have become new wilderness. For many ecologists, such landscapes are of no consequence. They are hardly pristine ecosystems. But Daskalova sees this abandonment of farmland to nature as ‘a globally important process … a silent driver of biodiversity change’ and a ‘potential source of future solutions for conservation’.

         She calculates that in the past four decades, farmers have retreated from a fifth of their land in Eastern Europe – and as much as a third in Russia. This is not just a quirk of the end of Communism, Stalin’s last laugh. Similar things have been happening across southern Europe too. Here the cause is as much demographic and economic as political. From Greece to Portugal, the mass exodus of young people to cities – and the ageing and eventual death of those who remain – has over the past three decades emptied villages and left behind a rich array of fields, hedgerows, roadside verges, household gardens, and pastures with a total area equivalent to the size of Switzerland. All are great ecological niches for rewilding. It’s not just plant life that is thriving; wolves, lynx and bears are all on the march, helped sometimes by hunting bans and deliberate reintroductions, but sustained by new wilderness and the absence of people.

         The trend is observable in Asia too. Swathes of rural Japan are depopulating. Many Japanese agricultural landscapes are 14ecologically rich, so there is no automatic biodiversity gain from rewilding, but the revival of nature is still a boon for much wildlife. As China’s megacities grow, the country’s rural areas have lost more than 200 million people. Huge areas of farmland have become unviable, especially in remote and mountainous areas where mechanization cannot easily replace lost labour. Some Chinese researchers see a vicious cycle, in which farms are abandoned and wild animals such as boar move in, damaging neighbouring farms and resulting in more land being given up. Maybe we should instead see that as a virtuous cycle for natural regeneration.

         In the U.S., the Corn Belt is shrinking as the plough has disappeared from land totalling the size of Arizona across the midwestern and southern states. This change has happened in just the past thirty years, but in other places, American land abandonment is a century old. Today, the Appalachian Mountains, stretching the length of the eastern U.S. from New England to Alabama in the Deep South, are unrecognizable from their deforested state a century ago. In 2024, I went to see.

         ‘Endless’ Trees Return

         Way up in the Endless Mountains of northern Pennsylvania, Nancy Baker has been watching the trees grow on land that has been in her family for 170 years. When her great-grandfather Joseph Gamble, a descendant of Irish migrants, moved in, these hills near the River Susquehanna were all forest. He cut down the hemlock and maple, beech and black 15cherry, and fed them into his sawmill. With the trees gone, his fiddle-playing son farmed the exposed forest floor. The soils were poor, however, and his son, Baker’s father, gave up farming to teach in New York. Now Baker is back, taking daily walks around her family’s land as her sixty-five hectares regenerate into a new forest. ‘I don’t sell timber,’ she says. ‘For me, the most important purpose is to have the forest.’

         Baker’s backwoods are part of a much bigger story of ecological recovery across Pennsylvania, and the length of the Appalachian Mountains. A century ago, timber was the colonists’ primary resource, cut for everything from firewood to construction, and iron smelting to railroad sleepers. Lumber barons and small-timers like Nancy’s great-grandfather reduced millions of hectares of forests to what a contemporary report in Pennsylvania described as ‘stumps and ashes’. With the trees gone, homesteaders briefly moved in, but with poor crop yields, the land was largely abandoned, and the trees crept back. Slowly at first, and then ever more dramatically. The acorns left on the forest floor by the loggers are now fully grown oak trees, showing that even the most wrecked ecosystems can grow again.

         Along the Appalachians, some twenty million hectares of forests have returned. Pennsylvania is now once again mostly forest. Yes, the sound of chainsaws is heard, and people are once again making a living from these forests. I visited sawmills and wood yards, furniture-makers, and businesses selling lumber for basketball courts and even the flooring of the Supreme Court in Washington, DC. Even so, with some loving care from landowners, nature is growing two trees for 16every one chopped down, and the new forests are as biologically diverse as the former ones. Most of the old species are back. They store carbon, maintain river flows and even stabilize the region’s climate. A study published during my visit found that the new forests’ power to cool the surrounding air is now so great that it has almost neutralized the impact of global warming across the eastern states.

         This is a very democratic transformation, driven by individual landowners rather than state protection or national parks. Baker says there are more than 700,000 forest landowners like her across Pennsylvania alone. She has trained as a forest ecologist and now teaches forest stewardship to people like her. At night, at her small timber homestead in her ancestral woodland, she sleeps content in a bed carved from maple that her great-grandmother brought by oxcart from Vermont. ‘It’s been storing carbon for 200 years,’ she says. ‘That’s a nice thought to wake up with.’

         If such ecological restoration can happen in America, then surely it can happen anywhere. So how far can it go? Can the rebirth of Appalachian forests be replicated across the world – in the tropics as well as in temperate lands? In many places, the return of trees is already happening. Europe has a third more trees than it had in 1900, most of them from natural regeneration. According to a study by Greenpeace, forests are regrowing across an area of abandoned Russian farmland twice the size of Spain. Irina Kurganova of the Russian Academy of Sciences calls it ‘the most widespread and abrupt land use change in the 20th century in the northern hemisphere’. And while deforestation continues in the tropics, the surprising 17truth is that the world has more trees – and more natural trees – than it did half a century ago.
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