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A new epoch of humans — the Anthropocene — is here, a group of geologists said last week. They submitted 
their formal recommendation to an international body that adjudicates matters of planetary time. 

In this epoch, humans are the master controllers of the planet, the Anthropocene Working Group said after 
seven years of studying this issue. Their pronouncement may not be too surprising; humans, for as long as 
they've existed, have altered the Earth system. About 5,000 years ago, the standing rice fields of the earliest 
farmers emitted enough methane to keep the planet warm when nature would have cooled it. The Roman 
emperor Nero dammed the Aniene River. More recently, Seattleites built their city out of tidal marshes. 

The Anthropocene Working Group has pointed to a more recent provenance for a new epoch: the mid-1950s. It 
was a time when rapid human activity altered the cycling of nitrogen and phosphorus through the Earth, 
triggered climate change, accelerated sea-level rise and brought invasive species into new lands. 

The International Union of Geological Sciences will debate whether the Anthropocene is indeed here and, if so, 
when it began. Not all scientists think a new epoch is needed; Phil Gibbard, a quaternary geologist at 
Cambridge University, said the Anthropocene should not be a formal division in geologic time. It is nothing 
more than an event that began at different times in different parts of the world, he told ClimateWire. 

This is more than just a theoretical deliberation in ivory towers, science writer and former Scientific American 
editor David Biello points out in his book "The Unnatural World." The Anthropocene is about the future of 
humanity. People are changing the rocks, the sky, the seas and the land. The challenge now is to manage that 
change, adapt and increase our resilience. 

"Human life in this new era is fraught with anxiety. ... To me, the most important question is: Are we even 
ready to manage the planet better?" Biello writes, delving into various visions of a better future. 

Some scientists would like to return the planet to a more native past using modern tools to shape evolution. For 
example, in sunny California, under the shade of the giant redwoods, scientist Ben Novak is trying to bring back 
the extinct passenger pigeon. It is a seemingly quixotic quest that Biello strives to understand by repeatedly 
questioning Novak's motivation. He finally realizes that "Novak is as stubborn as a goat when it comes to 
bringing back the passenger pigeon." 

Other scientists suggest leaving nature to its course, without intervention, since they believe that at no time was 
the world in a native, unchanged state. 

"Humans have always lived in environments shaped by humans, even when just a new species, small in 
number, freshly emerged out of Africa," Biello writes. 

The danger of the "no intervention" approach is complacency. If the world is always changing, then "the world 
becomes whatever we can make happen and whatever we want. You end up in a world where anything goes," 
he writes. 



Biello advocates a combination of active management of the planet and restraint, leaving a vacant lot alone for 
nature to reclaim. The planet is neither as fragile nor as resilient as people think, he writes. 

To see active management in action, he travels to Rizhao in China, one of the few cities globally that are trying 
to be carbon neutral. The planners of Rizhao want a circular economy that generates zero waste, where the end 
products of one process are used as a feedstock for another. 

After all, waste is the foundation of the modern economy, Biello writes. Cities produce 10 billion metric tons of 
it each year, and every New Yorker throws out about 1.2 kilograms of stuff every day. Some of this could be 
reused, as in Rizhao, where planners filled in 9 square kilometers of a lagoon with waste to accommodate a city 
extension. 

But reducing waste is tough when much of modern life is predicated on consumerism. The Communist Party's 
current goal is to turn China, already the world's biggest factory, into the world's largest market to spur 
exponential growth, Biello writes. Similar ideas about development underpin the economies of other developing 
nations as well. The challenge for these governments — and for humanity in the Anthropocene — is to forge a 
greener path to prosperity for roughly 300 billion of the world's poor, Biello writes. 

Whether the poor will carry the burden of a problem caused by the richest 500 million people remains to be 
seen. There is hope that they may not have to, personified in "heroes" like Elon Musk, the Tesla Motors Inc. and 
SpaceX founder, who has pioneered electric vehicles, solar panels and space travel. There is also Pope Francis, 
who advocates a sustainable and compassionate lifestyle. 

But Biello does not believe that any one person will cure the Anthropocene's ills. Every person on this planet is 
both the hero and the villain, he writes. And each of us can choose to exercise restraint, adapt and thrive. 

"Our every action has an impact, whether swaths of land sacrificed to produce energy or the encroaching fields 
of agriculture burning down rainforest remnants," he says. "What we currently lack is control, of both ourselves 
and the planetary systems we change in ignorance. This is not the end of the world. This is just the end of the 
world as we have known it."  


