Buildings & Grounds: Commuter-Rail Reading: ‘Global Catastrophes and Trends' - Chronicle.com

News
and Job

Alerts

Sign up now

Search The Site

[ 1

More options | Back issues
Home
News

Today's news

Current issue

Salary surveys

The Faculty

Research & Books
Government & Politics
Money & Management
Information Technology
Students

Athletics

International

Community Colleges

Special issues & data
Short Subjects
Gazette

Corrections

Opinion & Forums
Careers

Multimedia
Leadership Forum
Technology Forum
Resource Center
Campus Viewpoints

Services

»
»

Subscribe

THE CHRONICLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Day pass

Blogs

Up-to-the-minute news and views

Buildings

Grounds

Commuter-Rail Reading: ‘Global Catastrophes and Trends'

\We get dozens, perhaps hundreds, of books here every week at The Chronicle, but who could resist a book
with atitle like Global Catastrophesand Trends: The Next Fifty Years? The book, published last year by
MIT Press, lives up to itstitle in many ways and more. A data-saturated assessment of the major
challenges the world will face in our time, the book addresses every possible problem on the horizon, from
unlikely “fatal discontinuities,” like a major asteroid, to more probable challenges like water shortages,

soil erosion, political instability, and major wars.

\Vaclav Smil, a professor at the University of Manitoba, challenges
conventional wisdom throughout the book. Perhaps you’ve heard that

Chinawill be the ascendant superpower in the 21st century? Think again,

e

Mr. Smil writes. That country faces incredible obstacles with its uneven

e | 1

gender ratio, its environmental problems, and itsrigid political system.
India, another country frequently listed for future-superpower status,

faces similar problems, he insists.

IAt its core, Global Catastrophes and Trends is a book about sustainability and should be read by people
lwho care about sustainability. Those who would want to plan for the future and relevance of higher

leducation should read it as well.

IA portion of Mr. Smil’s book is especially interesting in light of current events: Of the many catastrophes
discussed in the book, one seems to unsettle Mr. Smil more than others: the possibility of an influenza
pandemic. “The likelihood of another influenza pandemic during the next 50 yearsis virtualy 100
percent,” Mr. Smil writes, “but quantifying probabilities of mild, moderate or severe events remains
largely a matter of speculation because we simply do not know how pathonogenic anew virus will be and

what age catagoriesit will preferentially attack.”

'The famous 1918 pandemic killed between 25 million and 100 million, according to some estimates. Since

http://chronicle.com/blogs/architecture/2761/commuter-rail-reading-global-catastrophes-and-trends (1 of 3) [5/21/2009 12:28:17 PM]

THE ARCHITECTURE ISSUE

The Chronicle
Review 's yearly look at architecture examines
buildings on and off campuses. Above, Caltech's new Cahill
Center for Astronomy and Astrophysics, designed by
Morphosis. (Chronicle

photograph by

Lawrence

Biemiller)

Champion of Urban Design
Bob Greenstreet, architecture dean at the University of
Wisconsin at Milwaukee, is also the city's leading urban

planner.

A Shared Vision
The architecture schools at the University of New Mexico

and Yale University have some intriguing similarities.

Spaces That Matter
Campuses are filled with treasured places, but their

importance is often overlooked.
Design for the Rest of Us

An Argument for Design Competitions
* Be a Guest Blogger *

Guest Blogger Archive

Other News

Tim de Noble Will Join Kansas State U. as Dean of

Architecture

Professor Picked by U. of Virginia to Lead Architecture School



http://ad.doubleclick.net/jump/buildings.che/;sz=120x90;ptile=1;num=79985?
http://chronicle.com/search
http://chronicle.com/archive
http://chronicle.com/
http://chronicle.com/
javascript:showNews();
http://chronicle.com/news/
http://chronicle.com/chronicle/
http://chronicle.com/stats/salary/salary.htm
http://chronicle.com/faculty/
http://chronicle.com/research/
http://chronicle.com/government/
http://chronicle.com/money/
http://chronicle.com/infotech/
http://chronicle.com/students/
http://chronicle.com/athletics/
http://chronicle.com/international/
http://chronicle.com/cc/
http://chronicle.com/special/
javascript:showSup();
http://chronicle.com/briefs/
http://chronicle.com/gazette/
http://chronicle.com/help/corrections.htm
http://chronicle.com/review/
javascript:showRev();
http://chronicle.com/jobs/
javascript:showJobs();
http://chronicle.com/multimedia/?nav
http://chronicle.com/leadershipforum/2009
http://chronicle.com/technologyforum/
http://chronicle.com/resourcecenter/
http://chronicle.com/campusviewpoints/
http://chronicle.com/help/
javascript:showServ();
http://chronicle.com/
http://chronicle.com/blogs/
http://chronicle.com/indepth/architecture/
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b01701.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b01701.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b00801.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b01401.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b01201.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b00601.htm
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v55/i34/34b02401.htm
http://chronicle.com/blogs/architecture/2682/
http://chronicle.com/blogs/architecture/2100/buildings-grounds-guest-bloggers
http://www.k-state.edu/media/newsreleases/may09/denoble51909.html
http://www.k-state.edu/media/newsreleases/may09/denoble51909.html
http://www.dailyprogress.com/cdp/news/local/article/professor_picked_by_uva_to_lead_architecture_school/40163/
http://chronicle.com/blogs/architecture/
http://chronicle.com/subscribe/?src=A81LAP
http://chronicle.com/services/daypass/?urn

Buildings & Grounds: Commuter-Rail Reading: ‘Global Catastrophes and Trends' - Chronicle.com

Help

Contact us

About The Chronicle
Subscribe

Day pass

Manage your account
Advertise with us
Rights & permissions

Employment opportunities

News
and Job

Alerts

Sign up now

1918, Mr. Smil points out, global population has more than tripled, people are more mobile, and they have
gathered more intensely in cities, a suitable environment for spreading infection. If the next pandemic
proportionally matches the severity of the 1918 flu, public-health organizations around the world would be
crippled. But who knows how a pandemic would unfold, he writes, or how it would affect financial

markets, the global economy, or the psyche of a generation.

That’s Global Catastrophes and Trends— a book that raises very real possibilities for the future that are

both horrifying and yet exhilarating for the challenges they pose.
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