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Preface for the Chinese Translation

AlexeyVoinov

World has changed quite dramatically over the 5 years since the book was first
published. Many of the trends that I have outlined became only more obvious; many
of the problems that could be only expected have now become reality. Our life today
increasingly requires a systems approach to understand how things are interconnected
and interdependent.

In 5 years we have added about 200 million people to this planet, which is ap-
proximately the population of Brazil. Every second another 3-5 people are added.
We have seen more devastating hurricanes and droughts. The climate is certainly
changing with more extreme conditions observed more often. We have to dig deeper
for our fossil fuels, using more expensive, less efficient and more environmentally
hazardous technologies (fracking, shale oil). We are losing biodiversity at unprece-
dented rates. The financial crisis in US was followed by a meltdown in Europe. The
world is looking at China as the only hope for an economic recovery.

Fast economic growth in China comes at a price. The country is running out of
natural resources. Water becomes limiting in many provinces. Water is closely con-
nected to energy production-the so-called energy-water nexus: we need water for en-
ergy, we need energy for clean water. There are clear indications that declining air
quality leads to disease and lower living standards. It has been shown that lower air
quality in the North of China has taken 5 years off the life expectation there. In 2006
China has surpasses US in terms of CO, emissions and is now responsible for more
than 23% of world emissions.

China is constantly blamed for not joining the global conventions on climate
change and emissions control. Yet comparing emissions we seem to forget that in per
capita terms China remains in 55" place, below Europe (49") and way below USA
(12"). We also forget how much of the CO, emitted by China actually belongs to the
footprint of the developed countries that consume the goods and services produced by
China. Just like water is moved around with goods and services ( virtual water) , so is

CO,. What really matters is not who emits the pollution, but who benefits from it, in
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whose sake it is produced. The rapidly growing ecological footprint of China is still on-
ly a quarter of that of the USAD. In a way what happens is that China is sacrificing
its environment, natural resources and the health of its people to provide for the de-
veloped countries that can keep their own environmental and health standards at much
higher levels while enjoying all the benefits of consumption of goods produced by Chi-
na. They can then at the same time blame China for the high level of CO,emissions.

We do need to be able to take all these connections and feedbacks into account.
That is what systems thinking is about. What really matters today are the choices that
China makes and the priorities that drive these choices. Clearly if China continues to
strive for the Western life styles and keeps US life standards as a goal, then we are
doomed on planet Earth. There are simply not enough resources for that: not enough
natural resources to use, not enough regenerative capacity to absorb all the pollution
produced. Our only hope is that China can lead the world to other, alternative priori-
ties and values, which are not measured in terms of the size of the house you live in
and the number of horsepowers in the SUV that you drive.

But there are also reasons to be optimistic. China has succeeded in curbing its
exponential population growth. Despite all the controversies and hardships associated
with this, the result is that now China has population growth lower than USA and
many European countries@. The government supports alternative energy with tariffs,
subsidies and pollution taxes. At least $65 billion were invested in renewable energy
projects in China in 2012, a 20% increase over the year before®. This is double the
investment in US. There are ambitious alternative energy goals and there are good
reasons to expect that they will be achieved.

But it is not just the present business decisions and policies that matter. The
history, the culture, the mind-set of people matter even more. China gave birth to
Taoism, a philosophy and religion that promotes living in harmony with nature, and
emphasizes simplicity, compassion, moderation, and humility. I think the future of
our planet hinges upon what will now prevail in China; the Tao or the BAU®. If Chi-
na takes the Western path of exploitation of natural resources and profit maximization ,
then collapse becomes imminent. If China sticks to its more harmonious traditions

then a smooth transition to sustainable futures becomes more likely.

http://www. footprintnetwork. org/en/index. php/GFN/page/footprint_for_nations/
https://www. cia. gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2002rank. html
http://money. cnn. com/2013/04/17/news/ economy/ china-green-energy/index. html
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It is a great honour to have my book available to the many more millions of Chi-
nese people. I do hope that it can help in understanding some of the complex systems
that we have to deal with today and can lead us to better choices of our priorities, be-
haviour, and help us to make better decisions and design better policies.

I am very grateful to Lixiao Zhang who has made this publication possible. He
was the main motor behind the whole process: finding the publisher, negotiating with

Elsevier and doing the translation itself. Many thanks to him.
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