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We’re on the brink of a man-made apocalypse; here’s what we can do about it.
While the sky isn’t falling (per se), global temperatures are warming and sea levels are rising — mostly likely by a few degrees and feet, respectively, according to sensible projections. Doesn’t sound like much but the likely consequences are the hallmarks of a dystopian science fiction: food and water shortages, mass-exodus from coastal cities and other vulnerable areas, airborne pandemics, infrastructure stress, and violent storm surges cascading into an acutely challenged existence to say the very least. With about 11 years of runway to stave off climate change’s worst impacts, we’re truly marching toward an existential crisis, and with each passing day of shameful inaction, the outlook grows unspeakably macabre for future generations. So… what are we going to do about it?
Answering that question first requires us to acknowledge our role in this fuckery (myself included; I’m part of the problem). Frankly, it’s our unchecked consumerism and gratuitous wanting that’s landed us in this hot mess. Simply put, there’s a lot of people on this planet, all of whom want more things — things of increasing production complexity, resource requirements and carbon footprints. And so we burn fossil fuels, cut down rainforests, farm more land, and raise livestock — activities with enormous environmental impacts — to satiate consumer choice and meet the demand for bigger, badder, faster things. This is why many climate scientists agree that one of the biggest levers for fighting climate change is educating women; their inclusion in the workforce (other than inherently being the right thing to do) leads to fewer children, fewer people needing and wanting things.

If you’re not rich, the compound effects of acute capitalism and climate change could crush you.

There’s a quiet war being waged against the waged worker (pun unintended). And it’s not the Russians, the Chinese, or our friends south of the border. It’s robots, artificial intelligence that can do our jobs faster and cheaper than we can, and the profit-at-all-cost capitalism that’s ushering it in.

Sadly, many low-paid opportunities only exist because the labor is cheap. Upward pressure on wages will help resolve income disparities only in the short-term; long-term, it will expedite the elimination of these same jobs as companies operationalize AI and automation which promise order-of-magnitude cost savings over human inputs. In corporations’ minds, the downstream macro-effect of this creating fewer consumers able to buy their products and services is not their problem to solve — much like how if you informed individuals it takes 1800 gallons of water to produce just one pound of beef and that livestock account for 30% of greenhouse emissions, they probably wouldn’t change their meat consumption in a material way. We tend to optimize for own interests, while ignoring broad, intractable problems.

If you’re in any doubt about the rise of machines, simply monitor Crunchbase.com on a daily basis to understand the massive amounts of capital flowing into job-replacing technologies (e.g. autonomous cars, courier drones, self-checkout kiosks, smarter ATMs). You know that Microsoft commercial with Common walking around a stage preaching about “AI” empowering workforce innovation? Don’t be fooled; probably unbeknownst to him, he’s really talking about job gentrification — the absorption of many low wage jobs by few high-paying positions. Ironically, we will achieve a “living wage” simply by making obsolete all jobs deemed not worth a living wage.

And unless we innovate around a more agile, accessible education system that provides defensible skills able to flex with the ever-changing demands of our dynamic job economy, we’ll experience more severe wealth stratification as an entire tranche of workers lose relevance in the workforce. This will lead to massive un- and underemployment resulting in a growing, more contentious chasm between “haves” and “have-nots” that will only be amplified by the aforementioned climate change impacts. Put simply, we’re converging on the perfect storm in which the clustering of wealth will have a multiplied effect on the economic and public health vulnerabilities of many. Already saddled by economic isolation, the societal transformations imposed by our climate future will thrust populations into complete chaos. With resources out of reach, I envision panic and desperation as many people struggle to meet very basic needs. Things will undoubtedly get ugly… torches and pitchforks.

And folks have been anticipating this. It’s why members of Silicon Valley’s elite are quietly buying up properties in remote parts of New Zealand.

How we survive: cap our freedoms to create sustainability; commoditize those same freedoms to re-distribute wealth.

Tackling these issues is not easy. The solution is uncomfortable — it feels oppressively autocratic and contrary to the American ideals of free will and independence. But to ensure life and the pursuit of happiness for future generations, we have to make hard decisions about today’s liberties.

1. Identify sustainable consumption levels for all major sources of greenhouse emissions
We need to actually determine our annual capacity for outputs such as the following (note this is not an exhaustive list):

· Childbirths

· Animals farmed, particularly cattle

· Miles driven in non-clean vehicles

· Residential and commercial building energy use

· Airplane miles flown

· Non-green construction

2. Evenly distribute rights to these consumption levels across adult populations
With the year’s sustainable capacities known across all major greenhouse factors, we can carve out allowances on a per capita basis. That is, every year, explicitly give people rights to an equitable share of each consumption type. For example (and these numbers are arbitrary), on an annual basis, an individual is allowed to have:

· 0.25 childbirths (men and women both receive this allowance)

· 8k miles driven on an owned vehicle (eco-friendly excluded)

· 3500 kWh of electricity used

· 5k miles flown on an airplane

· 35 pounds of purchased beef

Any unused shares are carried over into the next year and combined with one’s new distribution. “Consumption” outside one’s allocated shares would be penalized, e.g. fines and/or disqualification from the exchange below (Step 3). For this, assume we’ve implemented rigorous tracking mechanisms to hold people accountable. For example, all beef purchases require a valid ID and the transactions, along with other consumption data (e.g. miles flown provided via an integration with airline systems), are logged in a centralized database of record. You’re cringing, I know. I told you the solution would be uncomfortable and imperfect, but this intrusion is far more tolerable than even the most conservative estimation of our climate future. Sorry… but our unbridled liberties are toxic to our existence.
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In addition to the monetary cost, purchasing beef would draw down your consumption allowance.

3. Create an online marketplace for people (and businesses) to buy/sell consumption allowances
We’ve now created new, highly-demanded commodities with which people can transact — assets that some most certainly will value more than others. Individuals wishing to live in excess and businesses requiring these assets (perhaps not small businesses) will need to procure shares from other individuals to meet their desired consumption levels. This will lead to a re-distribution of wealth from the “haves” to people on the economic fringe with lesser consumption intent. The result: a zero-sum rights economy in which you have to compensate others for environmentally-destructive consumption excess.
An example of how this might work:

Debbie is an electrician in Decatur, Illinois that makes $45k per year. Her husband, John, is currently unemployed.

· Like 63% of Americans, Debbie and John will not fly this year. Via the online marketplace (perhaps via a 3rd party aggregator), they sell their combined 10k air miles share to Accenture, who needs these miles for consultant travel. Debbie and John make $1000.

· Kids are not in Debbie and John’s immediate future — not this year at least. Using the marketplace, they sell their combined childbirth share for another $1500.

· Debbie and John live in an 800 square foot apartment and require only 4000 kWh of electricity per year, leaving an unused balance of 3000 kWh they can sell off annually. They unload this to a private buyer for $1000.

· Debbie and John drive more miles per year than their combined share. The overage costs them an additional $500.

In this hypothetical scenario, Debbie and John net-increased their household income by 7% simply by shedding three unused allowances. Now, of course, these are all placeholder values — both the shares and the market’s willingness to pay — but the point remains: by creating scarcity, we’re empowering vulnerable people to transform sustainable decision-making into wealth.

Note that this is an over-simplification of the proposed solution. A change of this magnitude has massive implications that will need to be carefully navigated. It would wreak havoc on financial markets; the beef, automotive, and fossil fuels industries would take massive hits which would have painful trickle-down economic impacts. But that’s kind of the point; yes, it’s challenging and will create hardship, but we need to trim the fat and contract our consumption to emerge on a sustainable path. We’ve been on a euphoric high since the Industrial Revolution, and it’s time to detox, however ugly the process, before we overdose.

So… let’s do it!

We don’t have much runway to act; without unprecedented behavior change, experts say we’ll reach an irreversible tipping point by 2030. With the amount of cognitive dissonance surrounding climate change, waiting for consensus is like playing an exhaustive game of Russian Roulette by yourself. We all know how that will end…

That said, it’s naive to think we could implement this cap-and-commoditization strategy overnight. It’s operationally complex and would throw communities into a complete tailspin if people woke up to tightly-regulated freedoms. Instead, let’s test, learn, optimize and expand… fast. Start with a reduced scope (e.g. procreation, electricity usage, or beef consumption) within small cities that have a representative cross-section of wealth. Closely monitor how people behave:

· How will the biggest consumers react to what amounts to a new tax, albeit one that leapfrogs government coffers and goes directly to the people?

· Does wealth flow down as intended and is this re-distribution even compelling? Does it materially impact people’s lives?

· To what extent will this reduce overall consumption beyond our targets; i.e. voluntary or not, will some people simply not sell or exercise all of their options to consume? This is a good thing.

· How will this impact the complexion of goods and services sold? Will businesses evolve their offerings — driving them towards greater sustainability — to work around supply constraints? Also a good thing.

· We’ve created a world in which lower-income households are seduced into selling off non-essential rights (e.g. reproduction) in order to afford basic needs. What are the consequences; what are the psychological impacts? Even if unavoidable, we should be mindful of these effects.

Look, the urgency and severity of this crisis requires nothing short of bold, disruptive solutions that will shake the foundation of normalcy. This proposal may not be our savior, but any solution with the outsized impact that we desperately need will involve drastic revisions to the liberties we enjoy today. Given that we convulse when our favorite social media apps undergo a trivial re-design, I suspect our readiness for sweeping behavior change is low. We’ll likely continue on our current path until we run head-first into a series of irrefutable anthropogenic disasters (in the lifetimes of today’s children) — and then scramble for a fix. But that inflection point of widespread acceptance and response will be far too late. Right now, we have a choice: discomfort today or destruction tomorrow. I think I know what we’ll decide, and I hope I’m wrong.
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