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Approaching the limits

“A committee is a group that keeps minutes and loses hours.” 

— Milton Berle

From the 4th – 17th December 2016, the parties of the 

Convention for Biodiversity held their 13th conference in Cancún, 

Mexico. At the event, a revised red list was produced. On the list 

are some species featured for the first time. Others were down-

listed, or moved into categories more dire than previously was the 

case.

This convention – along with others of a similar nature – 

should not be viewed as tools fashioned to improve the current 

situation: more accurately, these conventions serve as an index of 

sorts, there to follow the ongoing decrease of biodiversity. In reali-

ty, very few recommendations presented and accepted during 

these conferences, are ever followed through by means of any ef-

fective actions. This lack of action plans being implemented is of-

ten ascribed to other ‘more pressing’ priorities.

A noteworthy perspective not taking into account any speci-

fic countries, politicians or NGOs, is that of human demography. It 

is estimated that Homo sapiens is some 200,000 years old. While 

it is impossible to know the population of the species’ founding 

stock, we might say that it took [200,000 years minus 200 years] 

for the population to reach the one billion mark, globally speaking. 

Effectively, it means that this figure was reached by the year 1800. 

Some two centuries later, by 2011, the world’s human population 

totalled seven billion (Roberts 2011). Whatever the criteria may be, 

it has to be said that this is impressive. During my own lifetime, 

the human population has already multiplied by three.

Simultaneously, we are only too aware of a great many spe-

cies whose global populations are estimated to have declined by 

more than 90% of their known numbers (Kolbert 2014). What will 

happen next? Where is this leading to? Nobody really knows. Ho-

wever, a few comments may be worth consideration. In ecology 

and in epidemiology, certain phenomena can only occur above 

certain thresholds, like population density or population quantity. 

In the case of human beings, we may soon be facing situations 

where new possibilities of diffusion, be it of microorganisms, 

genes, or of any risk factor, will become a reality (Quammen 2012, 

Moutou and Pastoret 2015). In the case of non-human species, we 

may increasingly witness the consequences of the Allee effect, 

where a population drops below the size required for it to function 

normally. This leads to an increased probability of the species’ ex-

tinction, regardless of the cause of the death of its last member 

(Courchamp et al. 2008).

I would add one more comment. For millennia, we never 

gave thought to – nor envisioned, the limits of our planet and fi-

nite nature of our resources. Now however, we find we are facing 

a horizon which is no longer moving away or retreating as we 

keep on advancing. Many scientists have cautioned that, close to 

these limits, the global laws and theorems lose validity. If this is 

right, maybe we are left with one last chance. The window of time 

in which to seize this eventuality, may be very short. Let us hope 

we will not miss it.
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