
The World in 2050: Four Forces Shaping Civilization’s 
Northern Future
Laurence C. Smith Dutton ADult 336 pp. $26.95 (2010)
in 40 years’ time, many cities will look a lot like those in Nevada, 
argues geographer laurence Smith. He identifies four trends that 
together will push civilization north into ecologically fragile lands in 
regions such as Canada and Siberia: rising population, competition 
for natural resources, the interdependent global economy and a 
warming climate. His model-based predictions offer few surprises, 
but he reminds us that we have the choice to shape our future.

Much Ado About (Practically) Nothing: A History of the 
Noble Gases
David E. Fisher oxforD univ. Press 288 pp. $24.95, £15.99 (2010).
Noble gases are so called because, like nobility, they do no work. 
Helium, neon, argon, krypton, xenon and radon are colourless, 
odourless and unreactive. But they are crucial in unravelling the 
history of the Universe, the Sun’s power and our planet’s origin. in 
the first popular book to focus solely on these elements, chemist 
david Fisher interweaves his own research with historical accounts, 
from the nineteenth-century discovery of helium to determinations 
of the age of the earth and Solar System from noble-gas isotopes.

Designer Genes: A New Era in the Evolution of Man
Steven Potter rAnDom House 208 pp. $25 (2010).
How will humans evolve when we can select the genes of 
our offspring? in his examination of the science and ethics of 
genetic modification, stem cells, dNa sequencing and embryo 
manipulation, biologist Steven Potter suggests that we will diversify 
as a species. Future parents will choose their childrens’ genes, 
defining intelligence, appearance, athletic ability and health. The 
choices are not simple — the mutant haemoglobin gene that causes 
sickle-cell trait, for example, confers some protection against malaria 
— but the ramifications for future generations will be huge.

How to Catch a Robot Rat: When Biology Inspires Innovation
Agnès Guillot & Jean-Arcady Meyer mit Press 232 pp. £29.95 (2010)
Nature inspires much technology: from Velcro, which mimics the 
sticky burrs of burdock seeds, to self-sharpening blades modelled 
on rats’ teeth. in a wide overview of biology-influenced design, 
guillot and Meyer describe how natural structures, materials and 
behaviours are being adapted for nanotechnology and electronics. 
From an aerial drone that flies like an albatross to a robot 
salamander, they examine machines with animal traits and look 
ahead to hybrid systems, such as neuroprostheses that translate the 
thoughts of people with quadriplegia into mechanical motion. 

Life in the World’s Oceans: Diversity, Distribution, and Abundance
Edited by Alasdair McIntyre Wiley-BlAckWell 384 pp. £120 (2010)
This collection of review papers synthesizes the findings of the 
Census of Marine life, a decade-long international programme to 
document species within the seas. The ambitious project involved 
thousands of scientists and led to the discovery of novel creatures 
such as the hairy yeti crab. The volume addresses the biodiversity 
of oceans past, present and future, including microorganisms and 
zooplankton. Regions from the fishing grounds of the gulf of Maine 
to mid-ocean ridges, seamounts and polar waters are examined, 
and the Census database is explained.

however, that common sense is frequently 
unwelcome in climate politics. Measures for 
countering the effects of climate should be 
implemented, he says, with emphasis on a 
massive increase in research and develop-
ment (R&D) to spur innovation aimed at 
lowering greenhouse-gas emissions and 
expanding energy supply. Modest taxes on 
coal, perhaps US$5 a tonne, he optimistically 
contends, could finance an R&D boom with 
little risk of public or business resistance. 
Anti-tax hysteria, a mainstay of contempo-
rary US politics, suggests otherwise. 

Even with these measures, high priority 
should be given to adaptation to extreme 
weather events, Pielke suggests. Greater 
attention should be focused on land-use 
policies, risk assessment, weather forecasts 
and warnings, insurance and structural 
engineering. Citing the difference in death 
tolls after the recent earthquakes in Haiti 
and Chile, he observes that “where, how, 
and what we build are the driving factors 
underlying trends in losses”.

Pielke illustrates with a personal anec-
dote how science in the public arena can be 
filtered and shaped for political convenience. 
Invited to take part in a climate-change brief-
ing for US senators and the treasury secre-
tary, he relates being counselled by several 
colleagues to downplay his conclusion that 
some of the worst impacts of climate change 
were closely related to land-use patterns and 
other non-climate factors. The inference, he 
feels, was clear: don’t divert attention from 
the menace of CO2. 

As many researchers would, Pielke gagged 
on this invitation to dissemble, regarding it as 
a betrayal of the ethos of scientific enquiry. 
However, this is naive. When summoned to 
advise Congress, politically sentient scientists 
do not innocently assume that the legislators 
seek enlightenment for wise policy-making. 
Instead they recognize that legislators seek 
support for their preconceived positions, 
which in turn reflect the preferences of con-
stituents and the money-laden lobbies that 
help finance election campaigns. Contrary 
messages can be delivered from the congres-
sional committee witness chair, but it is best to 
slip them in as addenda. Otherwise, scientists 
can go overboard with the alarmist, dumbed-
down messages that Pielke deplores.

The Climate Fix illustrates the dilemma 
confronting scientists who seek to influence 
politics. Telling it like it is does not thrive 
on Capitol Hill. But shaping the message to 
suit the politics often involves a betrayal of 
scientific truth and a distortion of public and 
political understanding. ■

Daniel S. Greenberg is a journalist 
based in Washington DC and author of 
several books on science policy and politics, 
including Science for Sale.  
e-mail: danielg523@aol.com
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