PARALLEL FUTURES

Things have changed a lot since my childhood in the 50s. The British economy is three times bigger, and I can assume that anybody reading this article lives a comfortable life in a warm, well-equipped house, plenty of food, car, holidays abroad and so on. In another fifty years the economy is expected at least to double again, and it is perfectly clear that it is what almost everybody wants. But a thoughtful minority asks: Is this trajectory sustainable? Is it equitable? Could all the 3 billion households of 2050 live like this? Such questions divide the green movement. The respectable, moderate wing thinks that continuing improvements in technology and public policy will allow us to combine universal ‘bourgeois’ standards with sustainability. The more radical wing thinks that distinctive changes in lifestyle and aspirations will be necessary.

 As a stepping stone to 2050, let us consider two rational, environmentally-aware households of 2020, one of whom has followed the ‘lifestyle’ route, the other the ‘technology’ route (see Table). Some green features will be common to virtually all households in Europe by 2020, whatever life-choices are made, and these are shown in column 1. The second column shows the additional features of a household which has more time than money and is prepared to pay high ‘cultural costs’ in what appear to be lower standards of living. Notice it does not fit the stereotype of back-to-the-land self-sufficiency, candles, woodstoves and windmills: romantic Luddism is not a rational approach to sustainability. The third column shows a household with more money than time and an insistence on mainstream standards of comfort and convenience, but which is seriously concerned to minimise its environmental impact and is prepared to invest its spare cash in eco-improvements.

	MAINSTREAM IN 2020
	ECO-BOHEMIAN OF 2020
	ECO-BOURGEOIS OF 2020

	
	
	

	Good draught stripping and insulation
	Small house, insulated beyond prevailing standards
	Large house, super-insulated, advanced heat-saving glazing

	Central heating using mains gas
	Internal temperature variable, below 16°C
	Targetable 18° temperature

	Gas cookers and microwave ovens
	Thermal underwear, warm clothes
	Intelligent heating controls

	Low-pollution materials, paints and finishes
	Shower, no bath
	Underfloor/radiant surface heating

	On-line computer system replacing much mail, paper, publications
	Drying clothes on the line
	Built-in solar elements on roof contributing to hot water and electricity demand

	Mobile video-telephones
	No private vehicle; instead bicycles, public transport, car share
	Intelligent electricity meter and controls, allowing for demand management

	Rainwater collection for some domestic purposes
	Electrical appliances of minimum size
	State-of the art clothes washing and drying system

	Connection to mains services of gas, electricity, telecommunications, water, sewerage
	Many goods and facilities shared
	Lightweight very efficient private car

	Self-drive taxis
	Careful shopping, local
	Most goods new, privately owned but good quality, durable

	Very efficient electrical appliances, TV and audio systems
	Re-use, repair, recycling where appropriate
	Health-conscious cosmopolitan diet, wholefood organic convenience foods

	Water-saving appliances
	Washable nappies
	New clothes, durable, eco-materials

	Kitchen designed for efficiency and waste separation
	Low-meat, largely organic, local, wholefood diet
	Laundry service for nappies, or biodegradable disposables

	Household solid waste source-separated
	Functional garden
	Small domestic automata eg for cleaning

	Most economic transactions with credit card or 2020 equivalent
	Simple recycling of biological wastes including grey water and some urine
	Holidays abroad with mitigating elements, eg exchanges

	Routine use of complementary medicines and therapies, as well as conventional medicine
	Low-cash economy: local currency, barter
	A high proportion of savings reinvested in domestic and family environmental quality

	
	Holidays near home, by surface transport
	Mainly recreational garden


However it is measured, the Bohemians will almost certainly have a lower environmental impact. I could even go so far as to say that such a life-style would be genuinely sustainable and globally equitable if everybody did it. But of course the whole situation is dynamic, so let us try to move forward to the target date of 2050. Will the two patterns diverge or converge?   There will be strong forces for convergence as mainstream technologies improve and become more environmentally efficient. In many cases the erstwhile Bohemian option will be trumped by steadily improving technologies offering lower environmental impact. At the same time, some rational ‘lifestyle’ procedures that are currently marginal might well spread into the mainstream. The two strands will continue to co-evolve.

For example by 2050 I am sure there will be quite elaborate and sophisticated waste-separation at source. Not to separate garbage will be as unthinkable as keeping coal in the bath.  I solemnly predict that one of the categories for collection will be soiled disposable nappies. They will be biodegradable, and the treatment method will be through the alchemy of composting, with all nutrients returned to the soil.  If it turned out that the total environmental impact of such a system was lower than that of re-usable nappy systems, there would be no strictly environmental case for re-usable nappies, and Bohemians will join the rest of the world in using eco-friendly disposables.

Bohemians would probably also adopt the electronic cashless economy. This would be based on recognition patterns such as fingerprints or voices, and could easily be tailored to local or special economies, which would become much more streamlined and practical. Small domestic robots or ‘virtual reality’ mobile communications will probably become so cheap that will be as ubiquitous – and ecologically neutral -- as portable radios today.

In the other direction, living at 16°C might come to be considered healthy and indeed cool.  The eco-diet, being also roughly the healthy diet, will appeal. In the right kind of municipal climate, advanced customised bicycles could become the mainstream way of delivering fitness, mobility, cheaper infrastructure and civic health, as well as social display.

The overall effect might well be that the initial advantage of the Eco-Bohemian narrows as technology develops and the Eco-Bourgeois gradually catch up. Eventually however the Eco-Bourgeois must recognise levels of ‘enough’ in personal space, mobility and physical possessions, and must shift from quantitative to qualitative growth. This could well be by 2050. The rest of society will take a while longer, but as consumerism goes global and becomes ever more crass and excessive, conspicuous consumption will become less and less effective as a status marker. It will then be rediscovered, as in medieval Japan, that the most stylish civilisation is to be found in restraint rather than extravagance.  Eventually the Eco-Bohemians, with their culture of reasoned frugality, might suddenly find they have become the new elite. 

