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USED to be a member of
Greenpeace, worried
about the environment,
thought everything was

coming apart, when I read an inter-
view with American economist Julian
Simon, where he said, ‘listen, that’s
not true. It’s not actually what the data
shows.’

My immediate reaction was that
it was right-wing American propa-
ganda, and I really was just pretty con-
tent to leave it at that, had he not said
what I always tell my students: go and
check the data. It was only in the
Autumn of 1997 that we started real-
izing that a lot of the things he said
were actually true. I thought it impor-
tant to get that information out. We
thought we should do so, so we pub-
lished some articles in a Danish pa-
per. It blew up into probably the
biggest debate we’ve ever had in Den-
mark since the Second World War.
That certainly indicates that this re-
ally is an incredibly important debate,
and one that we really need to have.

A dossier that Greenpeace had
compiled was, unfortunately, only one
side of the argument, but it is what
you’d expect from an interest group.
And that tells us why this is an im-
portant discussion.

Let me just give you an overview
of the two important points I’m try-
ing to focus on. One is to remove the
myths. To the extent that we believe
that doomsday is nigh, I would like to
try to show you some of the data and
convince you that that is not true.
The other is not to say that there are
no problems, but to say, of all the re-
maining problems, which ones should
we want to focus on? Because, really,
there’s only one bag of money, but

I
there are lots of good things we’d like
to do.

As long as we believe in the myth
that things are going to hell, we’re
unlikely to make sound judgements.
We really need to get the right data
in order to make the best possible de-
cisions.

So, are things really getting bet-
ter? Yes, on many accounts. We have
more leisure time, greater security,
fewer accidents, more education,
more amenities, higher incomes,
fewer starving, more food, and a
healthier and a longer life. This is not
just true for the industrialized world,
but also, perhaps more surprisingly, for
the developing world.

Let me just show you one of those
graphs that—and
you’ll have to forgive
me, I’m a statisti-
cian—I think is sexy.
The best information
that we have about
the world—and also I
should just mention,
I’m not making up my
own data—come from
the best sources in the
world, typically the
UN organization. This
is from the Food and
Agricultural Organiza-
tion of the UN, from
2001 [Figure 1].

What we see here
is the caloric availabil-
ity for the developed
and developing world
from 1961 until 2000.
If we look at the devel-
oped world, we have
more than 3,000 calo-
ries per person per day.

How Do We Prioritize Our
Resources?
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If we have any problem, it’s probably
being too fat. The main problem, of
course, is in the developing world,
where we actually have a dramatic
increase in the availability of calories.
From 1961, the average person in the
developing world had 1,932 calories;
on average just about what it takes to
sustain life. Today, that number is up
around 2,650 calories per person per
day. It’s a dramatic increase—about 40
per cent—and of course it’s also testi-
mony that people are actually living
much better lives.

I want to point out two things
though. I am only saying that things
are getting better. It’s not that things
are fine and that there are no prob-
lems. To say, ‘things are getting bet-

Figure 1: Daily intake of calories per capita in the
industrial and developing countries and world

Source: Bjørn Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist, Cambridge
University Press, 2001, page 61.
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ter’, is a scientific judgement, whereas
to say ‘things are fine’ is a political
judgement. So, all I am saying is that,
scientifically, things are going the
right way; that this graph is actually
moving up. I’m not saying that, hey,
they have 2,650 calories, that’s fine,
they don’t need any more. We can say
that not only have things moved in
the right direction, but that we can
do even more.

The other point is to say that there
are lies, damn lies and statistics. It is
true that you can lie with statistics,
but they are also the only source that
we really have to understand how the
world works. Figure 1 shows an aver-
age. It could be true, for instance, that
the middle class in the developing
world is eating up that extra stuff. But
that’s not actually true.

The UN has made estimates of the
number of people starving in the de-
veloping world since 1970. In 1970,
about 35 per cent of all people in the
developing world were starving. To-
day, that number is down to 17 per
cent. In 2030, the UN expects it to
be down to 6 per cent [Figure 2]. The
point again is to say that it’s much,

much better to live in
a world where only 6
per cent of those in
developing nations
are starving, than one
where 35 per cent are
starving. But it doesn’t
mean that there’s no
problem.

In 2030, there will
be 400 million people
starving—unnecessar-
ily so. But it’s not be-
cause we can’t
produce the food. It’s
because they don’t
have the money to
buy it. So again we
can say that things are
moving in the right
direction. We can still
identify problems, and
start thinking about
what, in fact, the most
important problems
are.

With all these things getting bet-
ter, however, is it true that all the en-
vironmental indicators are going in
the right direction too? Well, gener-
ally, yes. Not all, but
most of the important
ones certainly are, and
especially for the de-
veloped world where
we are rich. We really
have succeeded in cre-
ating a better world.
But many people will
argue that it is not sus-
tainable. One of the
main questions asked
is, will there be
enough of both natu-
ral and artificial re-
sources? I showed you
one thing with food.
There will be more
people, but at the
same time we’ll actu-
ally be able to feed
them even better, by
the best predictions
that we have from the
UN, till 2030. But
what about resources?

This is one of the main fears that
we all had back in the 1970s: the feel-
ing that we would run out of every-
thing. Let me just show you one graph
which looks at oil [Figure 3]. An old
Princeton Professor a couple of years
ago said we’ve been running out of oil
ever since I was a kid. And, yes, that’s
true, we’ve always worried about it.
Nevertheless, if you take a look at
1920, we know how much oil the
world used. We also know how much
oil the world thought was left over.
Divide those two numbers and you get
how many years was left over at 1920
consumption. With these numbers we
find that there were 10 years left over
in 1920. So, not surprisingly the
American Bureau of Mines came out
and said, ‘in 10 years’ time we’ll run
out of oil’. Now, you may be forgiven
for thinking that in 1930 we’d be
down to zero, but in 1930 we’d used
10 years’ worth of oil and yet at this
new higher level of consumption in
1930 we still had about 10 years’ worth
of oil at the new higher level.

Now that might be a little surpris-
ing. Not so surprising was that the
American Bureau of Mines came out

Figure 2: People undernourished, 1970–2030, in
numbers (millions) and percentages

(of developing world)

Figure 3: Years-of-consumption: world oil reserves
compared to the annual production, 1920–2000

Source: Lomborg, op. cit., page 24.
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and said that in 10 years’ time the
world would run out of oil. So you
might be forgiven for thinking that
at least in 1940 we should be down
to zero. The surprising thing was that
despite the fact that we had now used
20 years’ worth of oil, we used more
oil in 1940 than we did in 1930 or in
1920, there was still eight years’
worth of oil at this new even higher
level of consumption, and so on and
so on.

The curious thing is, the more we
used, and the more we use, the more
that is left over. This is not the same
thing as saying that the Earth is not
round. Of course it’s not. The point is
that the myth-driven idea that there
is only so much, and when we’ve used
that up we’re done for, is silly. It’s a
little bit like going home to your fridge
and looking in there and saying,
‘whoa, I’ve only got food for three
days’, so you’re going to die in four.
Basically, what we’ve done is that
we’ve been able to find more resources
and utilize these resources more effi-
ciently, and in the long term, of
course, we’ll also substitute.

When we look at oil, at the present
moment we know that we have
enough fossil fuels for about 50 years.
But if we take all the shale oil that’s
commercially available within the
next 25 years, we have another 100–
150 years. If we take all the shale oil
that exists, we have enough oil for the
next 5,000 years. However, the real
point, of course, is that long before
that, we’ll have switched to other re-
sources, probably renewables or fusion
or something we haven’t even thought
of. Sheikh Yamani, the guy who
founded OPEC, loves to point out that
the Oil Age is going to come to an
end, but not for lack of oil. Just like
the Stone Age came to an end, but
not for lack of stone. It wasn’t like, Oh,
God, we’ve run out of flint, we’ve got
to move to bronze, right? The idea was
that we actually found better alterna-
tives and this will happen with oil.

This principle also holds true for
coal, non-fossil fuel and non-renew-
able resources, the most important
ones being cement, aluminium, iron,

copper and zinc. Of course, nobody
every worries about running out of
cement. But the other resources, de-
spite the fact that we’ve increased our
consumption globally over the last 50
years anywhere from 2 to 25 times,
have all shown increasing user con-
sumption, not decreasing user con-
sumption. The economist would, of
course, say that this is because the
price has dropped on all basic materi-
als over the last 150 years by about 80
per cent. It’s become more abundant,
not more scarce.

Clearly we have a myth that just
doesn’t stand up to scrutiny. We’re
actually leaving our kids and grand-
kids with a greater availability of re-
sources. We’re using up the easily
accessible iron ore, but at the same
time we are leaving them with tech-
nology that enables them to dig
deeper and use less good iron ore even
more cheaply. So we really need to re-
assess our understanding of what the
problem actually is. Again, my main
point is to say that not only have
things been getting better but they’re
likely to continue to get better into
the future.

Air pollution is by far the most
important environmental problem.
The US Environmental Protection
Agency estimates that anywhere from
86 to 96 per cent of all social benefits
that stem from any kind of environ-

mental regulation come from regulat-
ing just one pollutant, namely, par-
ticulate air pollution. However, most
people in the developed world believe
that air pollution is a fairly recent
phenomenon that’s getting worse and
worse. But that’s just simply not true.

Let me just show you the graph for
London which is the one that we have
for the longest period of time [Figure
4]. Here we have particulate air pol-
lution, showing smoke from 1585,
where it has increased up to about
1890, and from then on declined dra-
matically, so that today it’s now down
below what it was in 1585. We need
to tell people it’s not true when you
think that air pollution is getting
worse. For London it’s improved over
the last 110 years. Actually, London
air has never been cleaner since me-
dieval times.

Notice that this is not saying that
we shouldn’t do anything about it. We
can also say we want to do even more.
Because particulate air pollution is
such an important issue, however, it
makes sense to invest very heavily in
more technology and get a worthwhile
environmental benefit. We should in-
vest in things that are smart.

You will notice that whilst decreas-
ing air pollution is true for all devel-
oped countries it is not true if you live
in Beijing or Bangkok. There, things
are actually getting worse and worse

Figure 4: Average concentrations of SO2 and smoke in London, 1585–1995

Source: Lomborg, op. cit., page 165.
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Income per person, 1985 PPP$

[Figure 5]. But it’s not very surprising
either. That’s exactly what we saw in
London. Basically, if you don’t have
any industry, you don’t have any pol-
lution, but you don’t have any money
either. So you say, cool, when I get
industrialized, I can start buying food
for my kids, give them an education,
maybe buy stuff for myself, and so
never mind, I cough. That was the
trade-off that Londoners and many of
the rest of us made, and it’s only once
you get sufficiently rich, at around
US$3,000 PPP [purchasing price par-
ity] per person, you start saying, Ah,
now it would actually be nice to cough
a little less.

And so you buy some environ-
ment. Already, if you look at some of
the richest developing countries such
as Mexico and Chile, we’ve seen de-
clining levels of air pollution both in
Mexico City and Santiago, exactly for
that reason. So the point is, not only
have things been getting better, we’re
actually cleaning up. We’re leaving a
cleaner world for our kids and
grandkids—certainly in the devel-
oped world—and it’s likely to happen
in the developing world once they get
sufficiently rich too.

These are the important facts to
get out to the public. But, of course,
the question still remains: are we deal-
ing sensibly with the problems that are
still there?

I’ll now just give you a very quick
run-down on global warming. First of
all, I’d like to say global warming is
happening and it is important. The
total cost of global warming is not, by
any standards, trivial. It’s going to be
somewhere around five to eight tril-
lion US dollars. Yet, I would still
maintain that we need to question
how important this is, and what we
are going to do about it.

Furthermore, global warming is a
limited problem, basically because
eventually we’ll move over to other
fuels. We know that renewables have
been coming down in price about 50

per cent per decade over the last 30
years, so it’s very, very unlikely to ex-
pect that we are still going to use mas-
sive amounts of carbon fuels by the
end of this century. This, of course, is
important because you have all heard
the predictions from the UN climate
panel saying, it’s going to be some-
where between 1.4 degrees and 5.8
degrees warmer, but only if we con-
tinue to use massive amounts of fossil
fuels into the twenty-second century.
It just simply won’t happen. It is far
more likely to have the median out-
come of two to three degrees warm-
ing which is also the median outcome
from the UN climate panel.

Well, I would actually argue that
Kyoto will do very little good. Kyoto
is just not going to do very much good
at a very high price. Let me show you
[Figure 6] the climate models from one
of the lead authors of the 1996 UN
climate panel report. All the models
show essentially the same thing. If we
don’t do anything with global warm-
ing, this particular model predicts that
over the next 110 years we’ll get a
temperature increase of about 2.1 de-
grees. But if we follow Kyoto and if
the US and Australia were also in, and
if everybody kept to their Kyoto re-
quirements all the way till the end of
the twenty-first century, then what
would actually happen is that we’d get
slightly less global warming. We’d end

Figure 5: The connection between GDP per capita and particle pollution
in 48 cities in 31 countries, 1972 and 1986

Figure 6: Kyoto Climate Models

Source: Lomborg, op. cit., page 177.
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at 1.9 degrees, or, to put it more
clearly, the temperature that we would
have had in 2094, we would postpone
until 2100.

So basically, doing Kyoto will
mean that the guy in Bangladesh who
has to move because his house gets
flooded in 2100, can wait until 2106.
I mean, it’s a little good, but it’s not
very much good, right? On the other
hand, the cost is pretty phenomenal.
On all the major macro-economic
models, it is estimated that we’ll end
up paying somewhere between $150
and $350 billion a year—starting in
2010. That’s not a trivial amount of
money. To give you a sense of propor-
tion, right now we spend about $50
billion globally on helping the Third
World. So we’re talking about spend-
ing three to seven times that amount
to help the developing world very
little in a hundred years from now. I’m
simply asking, is that a good invest-
ment?

Actually, there are many other
things that we could do that would
do so much more good. Just for the
cost of Kyoto in one year—say for
2010—we could solve the single big-
gest problem in the world. We could
give clean drinking water and sanita-
tion to every single human being on
earth. It would save two million lives
each year. Perhaps more importantly,
it would save half a billion people from
getting seriously ill, every year. And
that’s just the cost of Kyoto in 2010.
Then, in 2011, we could do something
equally good. In 2012, we could solve
the third biggest problem in the world,
and so on.

Likewise, of course, we also need
to make sure that in the long term we
deal with global warming and we
should invest in research and devel-
opment of renewables that would cost
a fraction of what Kyoto would do. If
we could just bring forward the day
we shift over to renewables—by a
couple of years around mid-century—
it would do much more good than
Kyoto could ever do.

Why is it we don’t hear this? Why
is it that it’s not an issue? I meet with
a lot of politicians who say, yes,

Kyoto’s not going to do very much
good, but that only shows we need to
do much more. Usually it’s not a good
argument to say, yeah, the first step is
a bad step, so let’s take more steps in
that direction. It might be, and we
should certainly investigate that, but
these models have already been
looked at and they tell us that Kyoto’s
a bad deal and going even further is
an even worse deal.

It is important to notice that a lot
of environmental legislation does not
have as a primary focus the saving of
human lives. For instance, if we’re
talking about the Bengal tiger, it prob-
ably has the opposite effect. The main
point is that when we’re looking at
policy whose main focus is to save
human lives, we should go in and
compare how efficiently the different
policies do that.

The biggest study on this subject
comes from the Harvard Centre for
Risk Analysis, connected to Harvard
University. The researchers spent
three years going through all of the
American legislation where there are
published results on the cost and effi-
ciency of saving human lives [Figure
7].What we basically see is that the
typical cost of saving one human life
for one year in the health-related area
is $19,000. In the residential area, it
costs $36,000 and in transportation
it’s $56,000. In the work-related area,

it’s $350,000 to save one human life
over one year, and for the environ-
ment, it’s $4.2 million. We could also
call this graph ‘Spot the Bad Invest-
ment’.

Typically, we make very, very bad
investments in the environment
when our primary policy focus is to
save human lives. We do so very, very
inefficiently and we have to ask that
crucial question: why is it we’re will-
ing to spend $4.2 million in saving
one human life when we could have
saved more than 200 elsewhere?

We’ve got to face up to the fact
that our prioritizations are not free.
This does not mean we shouldn’t
worry. This does not mean we
shouldn’t be concerned, but it means
we should start being concerned about
the right things. We must state what
it is that’s actually important, where
it is that we should place our efforts,
and make sure that we don’t just do
something that sounds good, that
makes us feel good, but that actually
has little effect in doing good in this
world.

Bjørn Lomborg is an associate professor of statistics in
the Department of Politital Science at the University

of Aarhus. This is an edited transcript from the
National Press Club talk he gave in Canberra

 on 2 October, 2003.

Figure 7: Median cost of saving one year of one person’s life
(thousands of dollars, 1993 $)
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Source: Lomborg, op. cit., page 341.
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