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During the Holocene, climate and sea level were exceptionally stable.
The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Baseline

Syndrome

Diagnosis
Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system 
and sustain rapid population growth and increasing demands.
The new mainstream economic model and a changed global order has turned humans into the “Anthropogenic 
Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.
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over the coming 50 y, 1 to 3 billion people 
are projected to be left outside the climate 
conditions that have served humanity well 

over the last 6,000 y.
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Tipping Point: Population growth and carrying capacity

Industrialized agriculture

•Climate change 
•loss of top soil 
•loss of pollinators 
•extinction



Prognosis: Leaving the “Safe Operating Space” and into the Unknown 



Prognosis: Leaving the “Safe Operating Space” and into the Unknown 

Mix of 
•Pandemic, 
•Unrest  
•Climate change: 

40 million people need 
food assistance



During the Holocene, climate and sea level were exceptionally stable.
The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Baseline

Syndrome

Diagnosis
Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system 
and sustain rapid population growth and increasing demands.

Prognosis
The planet is heading rapidly towards tipping points and a very different system state (Post-Holocene, 
Anthropocene, Pyrocene, …).
Our knowledge about trends, tipping points and risks is changing rapidly; the risk is very high; foresight is needed.

The new mainstream economic model and a changed global order has turned humans into the “Anthropogenic 
Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.
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Before we leave, a recommendation for 
humanity …
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boldness and courage:  
The pandemic has taught 

us that if we need to 
change, we can change.
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Strategies for Sustainability: 
1. To consume nature’s flows while conserving the stocks (that is, live off the 

‘interest’ while conserving natural capital). 
2. To increase society’s stocks (human resources, civil institutions) and limit the 

flow of materials and energy.   
                                                                                                 Brown et al. (2004)

Importance of flows 
The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



Strategies for Sustainability: 
1. To consume nature’s flows while conserving the stocks (that is, live off the 

‘interest’ while conserving natural capital). 
2. To increase society’s stocks (human resources, civil institutions) and limit the 

flow of materials and energy.   
                                                                                                 Brown et al. (2004)

Importance of flows 
The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

A Species that has unparalleled power to grow and change the planetary 
physiology must exercise self limitation: 
- a small family ethics and responsible procreation; 
- limitation of wealth creation and accumulation 



Importance of Mainstream Economic Model

Strategies for Sustainability: 
1. To consume nature’s flows while conserving the stocks (that is, live off the 

‘interest’ while conserving natural capital). 
2. To increase society’s stocks (human resources, civil institutions) and limit the 

flow of materials and energy.   
                                                                                                 Brown et al. (2004)

Importance of flows 
The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

A Species that has unparalleled power to grow and change the planetary 
physiology must exercise self limitation: 
- a small family ethics and responsible procreation; 
- limitation of wealth creation and accumulation 



The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

Published in 1776

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)



- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

Published in 1987

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”  

Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”  

Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”  

Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

Humanity needs an economy that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”  

Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

Humanity needs an economy that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

Do we have the global governance to transform the 
purpose of Economy?



“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.”  

Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth; 
- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite. 

Smith (1776)

Humanity needs an economy that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

Do we have the global governance to transform the 
purpose of Economy?

Do we want to transfrom the virus that we are in Earth’s 
life-support system into the healer?



Mitigation: 
- reducing GHG emissions
- reducing flows in the Earth’s life support system
- reducing population growth and population

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



Adaptation: 
- Preparing for an yet unknown planet: heat waves, cold spells, storms, droughts, 

extreme rain events, new pandemics, …
-Being ready to move to “life-boats”: higher above sea level and to moderate 

climates
- Preparing for large-scale migration, social unrest, …

Mitigation: 
- reducing GHG emissions
- reducing flows in the Earth’s life support system
- reducing population growth and population

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



Adaptation: 
- Preparing for an yet unknown planet: heat waves, cold spells, storms, droughts, 

extreme rain events, new pandemics, …
-Being ready to move to “life-boats”: higher above sea level and to moderate 

climates
- Preparing for large-scale migration, social unrest, …

Mitigation: 
- reducing GHG emissions
- reducing flows in the Earth’s life support system
- reducing population growth and population

Aiming for a sustainable future:
- Changing the purpose of economy
- Limiting consumption to the planetary “interests”

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



Adaptation: 
- Preparing for an yet unknown planet: heat waves, cold spells, storms, droughts, 

extreme rain events, new pandemics, …
-Being ready to move to “life-boats”: higher above sea level and to moderate 

climates
- Preparing for large-scale migration, social unrest, …

Mitigation: 
- reducing GHG emissions
- reducing flows in the Earth’s life support system
- reducing population growth and population

Aiming for a sustainable future:
- Changing the purpose of economy
- Limiting consumption to the planetary “interests”

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance

The current pandemic is a minor stress test compared to 
what the future may hold for us







During the Holocene, climate and sea level were exceptionally stable.
The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.
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Diagnosis
Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system 
and sustain rapid population growth and increasing demands.

Prognosis
The planet is heading rapidly towards tipping points and a very different system state (Post-Holocene, 
Anthropocene, Pyrocene, …).

The new mainstream economic model and a changed global order has turned humans into the “Anthropogenic 
Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.

Therapy
Change in the purpose of economy from growing human wealth (growth addiction) to meeting our needs while 
safe-guarding the life-support system
A new global order and governance that can handle the coming social, economic, and environmental challenges 
(climate change, weather extremes, migration, social and economic collapse, wars, …)

Our knowledge about trends, tipping points and risks is changing rapidly; the risk is very high; foresight is needed.






