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Exceeding planetary boundaries – the safe 

operating space for humanity 
 

9 Planetary life-support systems 

Rockström et al., Nature 2009 

Authors warn: 
the planet 
may be on the 
brink of 
massive shifts 



Earth responds to the totality 

of all interventions we made 

 

 

EVERYTHING‘S CONNECTED! 

Yet, we do 
•Respond in a disconnected, disciplinary way  

•are as of today largely incapable to develop effective 

integrated solution strategies at the required level of complexity 





Nature | News Feature 
Earth summit: Rio report card 
 
Jeff Tollefson & Natasha Gilbert 
6 June 2012 









Talk shops and diplomacy…. 



Research and reveal 
mechanisms and causation…. 



Monitor and document 
our failing…. 



Back to Earth 
 
“On urgent environmental issues, the world has perfected the art of 
incremental negotiation and redefined circular motion.  
 
… 
 
Countries have increased the rhetoric and their political commitments, but there is little to 
show for 20 years of work, apart from an impressive bureaucratic machine that has been set 
to indefinite idle.” 
 

What it needs from the second Earth summit in Rio is firm leadership 
and a viable plan for success. 
 
 
Nature 486, 5 (07 June 2012) doi:10.1038/486005a Published online 06 June 2012  
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The Vision of a ‘Green Economy’! 



The Vision of a 
‘Green Economy’! 
 
…leaving the reference 
frame and business as 
usual intact 



Economy 

Ecology 

Business as usual 
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Economy 

Business as usual New economic / business 
models 



ANALYSIS & CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
Science really is relevant only as is supports pre-conceived political 
agendas/goals/positions 
 
It needed an unspectacular, unambitious, mediocre summit to show: 
 
Cognitive gap in perception of urgency and outcomes of environmental problems 
between governments (and the ruling elites = 1%) and (civil) society (‘The 99%’) is 
widening and can even be diametrically contradictory 
 
Limits of Mega-Negotiations of global problems are reached - run by elites 
confined in narrow national/political agendas and in the grip of global 
corporations (with even more narrow agendas) – all belong to the winners of the 
current dysfunctional system – hence understanding of urgency, personal concern 
and factual competence underdeveloped if not missing at all. 
 
  





In unequal societies, Elite wealth monopolies … are buffered 

from the most "detrimental effects of the environmental collapse 

until much later than the Commoners", allowing them to 

"continue 'business as usual' despite the impending 

catastrophe.” 

 

Applying this lesson to our contemporary predicament, the 

study warns that: 

"While some members of society might raise the alarm that the 

system is moving towards an impending collapse and therefore 

advocate structural changes to society in order to avoid it, Elites 

and their supporters, who oppose making these changes, could 

point to the long sustainable trajectory 'so far' in support of 

doing nothing." 













Economy 

Ecology 

Ecology 

Economy 

Business as usual New economic / business 
models 

THE DEBATE TONIGHT: 
 
How can we differentiate proposals for the ‘old’ business model from genuinely 
‘novel’ approaches? 
 
How can we communicate the severity of the state of affairs without causing 
resignation or ‘retreating to fetal position’ (= right-wing nationalism)? 
 
How can we overcome the obstacles to progress (= future obsolete stakeholders)? 



Panel members: David Gee (former Senior Advisor for Science, Policy  

   & Emerging Issues at the European Environment    

 Agency): 

     

KEY NOTE: “Some common causes, consequence and solution to the 3 

crises: Financial, Energy/Climate, Ecosystems” 

 

        

  Debate: Hartmut Grassl (VDW, former director Max Planck   

  Institute for  Meteorology, Germany) 

     

    Brian Wynne (Science Studies at CSEC and at the 

ESRC     Centre for Economic and Social Aspects of 

Genomics,     Lancaster Universiy, UK – founding member 

ENSSER) 

     

    Ernst Ulrich von Weizsäcker (Co-President Club of 

Rome,     co-president UNEP Resource Panel, Germany, 

ENSSER     member) 



THANK YOU! 


