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Ecological land 
grab: Food vs 
fuel vs forests

The overlapping crises of climate change, mass
species extinction, and an unsustainable global
food system are on a collision course towards

what might best be called an ecological land grab.
Coping with each of these problems will require a dif-
ferent way of using of Earth’s lands, and as experts
crunch the numbers it is becoming unnervingly clear
that there may not be enough terra firma to go around.
A world of narrowing options threatens to pit biofuels,
forests and food production against each other.
Experts who once touted “win-win” scenarios for the
environment now talk about “trade-offs”. 

This looming clash is front-and-centre in the most
comprehensive scientific assessment ever compiled of
how global warming and land use interact, to be
released by the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) on Thursday. Proposals to
convert areas the size of India and the United States to
biofuel crops or CO2-absorbing trees, for example,
“could compromise sustainable development with
increased risks - and potentially irreversible conse-
quences - for food security, desertification and land
degradation,” a draft summary of the 1,000-page
report warns.

Meanwhile, the fundamental drivers of Earth’s envi-
ronmental meltdown - CO2 and methane emissions,
nitrogen and plastics pollution, human population,
unbridled consumption - continue to expand at record
rates, further reducing our margin for maneuver. Case
in point: to have at least a 50/50 chance of capping
global warming at 1.5 degrees Celsius - the tempera-
ture guardrail laid down in a landmark IPCC report last
year - civilization must be “carbon neutral” within
three decades. Earth’s surface temperature has already
risen one degree Celsius above pre-industrial levels,
enough to trigger deadly extreme weather and sea lev-
el rise that could swamp coastal megacities by 2100.
And yet, 2018 saw a record 41.5 billion tons of planet-
warming CO2 added to the atmosphere, up two per-
cent from the previous record, set the year before. 

Harsh reality 
At this pace, humanity will exhaust its “carbon

budget” for a 1.5 C world before US congresswoman
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, co-sponsor of the Green
New Deal, turns 45 (in 16 years). Slashing carbon pol-
lution remains the surest way to curb climate change,
but - absent a sustained crash of the global economy -
that can no longer happen quickly enough to single-
handedly keep global warming in check. This harsh
reality has put a spotlight on two ambitious schemes
that would cover millions of square kilometres of land
with CO2-absorbing plants.

Nearly all Paris-compatible climate models slot in a
major role for a two-step process that draws down
carbon by growing biofuels, and then captures CO2
released when the plants are burned to generate ener-
gy. The amount of “bioenergy with carbon capture and
storage”, or BECCS, required in coming decades will
depend on how quickly we sideline fossil fuels and
shrink our carbon footprints.

The new IPCC report, for example, outlines two
scenarios based on the reasonable assumption that the
world will continue to be dominated by “resource-
intensive consumption patterns,” as least in the coming
decades. Capping global warming at 1.5 C under these
circumstances would require converting some 7.6 mil-
lion sq km - more than double India’s land mass - to
BECCS. Even if temperatures were allowed to climb
twice as high, the report concluded, biofuels would still
need to cover some 5 million sq km. A second proposal
unveiled last month calls for blanketing an area equiva-
lent to the United States (including Alaska) with new
trees, nearly 10 million sq km.

‘Moral hazard’ 
“Forest restoration is the best climate change solu-

tion available today,” said Tom Crowther, a professor
at the university ETH Zurich. “If we act now, this could
cut carbon dioxide in the atmosphere by up to 25 per-
cent, to levels last seen almost a century ago.”
Crowther’s “trillion tree” initiative made headlines, but
has come in for a drubbing. His calculations, according
to several climate scientists, appear to assume that
every ton of CO2 stored in replanted trees would be a
ton of CO2 removed from the atmosphere. In fact, the
ratio is 2:1 due to the nature of Earth’s carbon cycle,
which vastly reduces the scheme’s projected benefits.

In addition, it takes decades for trees to reach
their maximum CO2-absorbing potential, as the
authors themselves point out. Other critics warn
against the “moral hazard” of an apparently simple
solution that may dampen resolve to purge fossil
fuels from the global economy, a danger under-
scored, perhaps, by the enthusiasm of oil and gas
giants for planting trees. — AFP

Ferdinand Magellan set off from Spain 500 years ago
on an epoch-making voyage to sail all the way
around the globe for the first time. The Portuguese

explorer was killed by islanders in the Philippines two
years into the adventure, leaving Spaniard Juan Sebastian
Elcano to complete the three-year trip. But it is Magellan’s
name that is forever associated with the voyage. “Magellan
is still an inspiration 500 years on,” said Fabien Cousteau,
a French filmmaker and underwater explorer like his
grandfather Jacques-Yves Cousteau. “He was a pioneer at
a time when explorers who went off into the unknown had
a strong habit of not coming back.”

Here are five ways in which Magellan’s voyage
marked human history and continues to inspire scientists
and explorers today. Some of them spoke to AFP at a con-
ference in Lisbon to mark the August 10 fifth centenary.

Historical 
Magellan’s voyage was a turning point in history, as

unique as the first manned journey into outer space and
the later moon landings, said NASA scientist Alan Stern,
leader of its New Horizons interplanetary space probe.
“When the first one circled the plant, (that) sort of meant

that we now had our arms around the planet for the first
time,” he said. “That just transformed humanity in my view.
I would call it the first planetary event, in the same way
that Yuri Gagarin was the first off-planetary event” when
the Soviet cosmonaut went into outer space.

Geographical 
Magellan’s voyage rewrote the maps and geography

books. He was the first to discover the strait, which now
bears his name, linking the Atlantic and Pacific oceans at
the tip of South America. “Perhaps his greatest feat, and
still considered today one of the greatest feats of the his-
tory of navigation, was negotiating this strait, of which
there were no maps and whose existence was vaguely
rumored,” said US historian Laurence Bergreen, author of
a biography of Magellan.

Philosophical 
The voyage transformed humans’ own concep-

tion of their place in the world. “It wasn’t just geog-
raphy and anthropology, it showed something philo-
sophical: that it’s all one world,” said Bergreen.
“Before Magellan people didn’t really know that.

They didn’t know how the world was connected or
how big it was.”

Astronomical 
The voyage contributed to Europeans’ knowledge of the

universe and has marked the worlds of space exploration
and astronomy to this day. While crossing the Magellan
Strait, the explorer and his crew observed two galaxies vis-
ible to the naked eye from the southern hemisphere, now
known as the Magellanic Clouds. Some recently-designat-
ed areas of the surface of Mars have been given the same
names that Magellan gave to parts of South America, with
Bergreen’s help. A giant telescope being developed in Chile
will also bear the explorer’s name.

Inspirational 
Magellan’s achievement was a landmark in the history of

exploration still hailed by his modern-day successors. “In
the space program, to prepare for these long duration mis-
sions, we say ‘the lessons for the future are written in the
past’,” said Dafydd Williams, a former NASA astronaut,
now 65, who went on two space missions. “So many in the
space program have read about Magellan.” — AFP 

In this file photo taken on September 6, 2016, the Nao Victoria, a perfect replica of the carrack with which Portuguese explorer Magellan made his world tour from 1519 to 1522,
arrives at the Saint-Malo harbor Ferdinand Magellan set sail from Spain 500 years ago on an epoch-making voyage to sail all the way around the globe for the first time. — AFP 

How Magellan’s voyage changed the world

Can Indonesia 
avoid repeat of 
2015 haze crisis?

As another outbreak of forest fires in Indonesia
sends harmful smoke drifting across parts of
Southeast Asia, researchers and environmental

activists have urged Jakarta to step up efforts to prevent
a repeat of the last major haze crisis in 2015.
Emergencies were declared in six Indonesian provinces
on Sumatra island and in Kalimantan last week as fires
raged, while neighboring Singapore and Malaysia issued
health warnings about the air pollution that is heading
their way.

Arie Rompas, a Greenpeace Indonesia forest cam-
paigner who is from Kalimantan on Borneo island, said
that with no rain since July, peatland fires were intensify-
ing in areas burned in the 2015 disaster. “Our courts have
ordered the government to prevent this and commit more
resources to extinguishing fires, and to name and prose-
cute the plantations where fires occurred in the past,”
Rompas told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “Without
this, fires will worsen and the situation could be the same
as in 2015.”

Indonesian farmers burn huge swathes of forest and
peatland every year to clear land for agricultural expan-
sion, creating a vast haze that clouds the skies over large
parts of the region. With drought affecting many areas of
Indonesia as a mild El Nino weather pattern disrupts
rainfall, the worry in vulnerable parts of Southeast Asia is
that this year’s haze will exceed that caused by the dev-
astating fires in 2015.

Between June and October that year, about 2.6 million
hectares of land burned in Indonesia, mainly on Sumatra
and Borneo islands, said a 2016 World Bank report. A

Harvard University study linked the 2015 haze to more
than 100,000 premature deaths in Indonesia, Malaysia
and Singapore. Facing domestic and regional pressure,
Indonesia switched its focus from containing fires to pre-
venting them after the 2015 crisis, which cost the country
$16 billion and caused more than 500,000 people to suf-
fer respiratory ailments.

President Joko Widodo introduced a series of meas-
ures and policies that forestry researchers say have
helped reduce the number of fires and intensity of the
haze in the last two years. Widodo, who visited some of
the worst-hit provinces in 2015, renewed the previous
government’s moratorium on new conversion permits for
primary forest and peatlands. Helena Varkkey, a lecturer
at the University of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur, said ban-
ning the use of forest and peatland for new plantations
could reduce fires because cleared land is often burned
to prepare it for planting.

In 2018, the government went further, halting the
issuance of new permits for oil palm plantations and
shifting the focus to higher productivity on existing plan-
tations, said Varkkey, who has researched transboundary
haze for more than 15 years. Earlier this year, Indonesia’s
environment minister said the government planned to
make the forest clearing moratorium, which has been
extended since 2011, permanent. Forestry researchers
said Widodo should back this idea and expand its scope
to include re-grown forested areas.

Forest people
Widodo has also vowed to return 12.7 million hectares

of land to indigenous people following a historic 2013
court ruling to lift state control of customary forests. Last
year he signed an agrarian reform decree aimed at issu-
ing titles to the landless and raising farm incomes.
Researchers said that plan would help ease poverty,
increase communities’ sense of ownership over forests,
and reduce illegal access to forest areas and banned
activities like burning.

Arief Wijaya, forests and climate manager at the

World Resources Institute Indonesia, a think tank, said
support for forest-dependent people to produce and
sell products not derived from wood was crucial to help
Indonesia manage forests better. “For forest-rich
provinces like Papua, agroforestry, aquaculture and
eco-tourism are feasible options to promote non-timber
forest products, and boost local economic develop-
ment,” he said.

Peatland priority
Other policies introduced since 2015 include educat-

ing and training communities and farmers in fire preven-
tion and setting up a Peatland Restoration Agency.
Ancient peaty soil is particularly flammable when dry,
often causing fires to spread beyond their intended areas.
“The key to fire and haze prevention in Indonesia centres
on the question of how to restore flammable deforested
peatlands back to the fire-proof system they once were,”
said climate scientist David Gaveau.

Given the vast and remote nature of peatland areas,
greater local incentives and more funding will be needed
for Indonesia to achieve its restoration targets by the end
of 2020, he added. Jakarta has also drafted in the military
to combat forest fires when needed, built early warning
towers, and organized patrols to monitor burning. And
closer coordination between local governments, villagers
and agribusiness companies has helped reduce fire risks.

But last month, Indonesia’s Supreme Court ruled that
Widodo and his cabinet ministers must still do more to
stem the haze problem. The court ordered the govern-
ment to name companies that owned land where the
2015 fires broke out, and issue regulations providing
guidance on compensation for damage in such cases.
“Open palm oil plantation data is important to show
who’s accountable for the burned areas, as well as to
enforce the law,” said Varkkey, who also backs a more
regional approach. Five years ago, Indonesian lawmak-
ers approved a 2002 pact crafted by the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to tackle haze pollu-
tion at the regional level. — Reuters

US seniors fight 
depression, fulfill 
dreams with VR

Nidia Silva had never realized her dream of swim-
ming with dolphins until a Miami NGO gave her a
pair of virtual reality glasses as part of an experi-

mental treatment for depression and isolation in senior cit-
izens. “You’re in a world you don’t know, but it’s very
beautiful and very important for me to see,” 78-year-old
Silva said after taking off the virtual reality (VR) goggles.
She was sitting in Domino Park in Miami’s Little Havana
neighborhood. It’s a popular spot for Cuban residents -
especially older ones - to meet daily and play dominoes.

“I’m very excited,” said Silva, who felt like she had been
swimming in the water around Cuba, from which she emi-
grated 19 years ago. Around her, the clacking of dominoes
and lively conversations sounded loud in Florida’s dense,
sticky heat, but she paid it no mind. Less accustomed to
the climate was Alexandra Ivanovitch, who offered Silva
the chance to try VR goggles. Ivanovitch, who is French,
was giving a VR demonstration to Cuban retirees, trans-
porting them to the Malecon in Havana, to outer space, to
the ocean floor or the tops of mountains.

Her project, called “VR Genie,” is designed to counter-
act the “loneliness and social isolation” that often
affects the elderly, especially those who live alone or in
nursing homes where there are few activities. “We use
virtual reality to fulfill seniors’ wishes,” said Ivanovitch,

a digital humanities doctor. Through VR, seniors can go
places they’ve never been and check destinations off
their bucket lists.

VR Genie, which is run by the nonprofit organization
Equality Lab, is funded by Miami-Dade County. The goal
is to provide nursing homes with VR helmets as soon as
Ivanovitch, 35, compiles a more extensive “dream library”.
“We are really trying to reconnect them with the world,”
said Ivanovitch. Many of the seniors she works with are no
longer physically or financially able to travel on their own.
“Basically, we bring the world to them,” she said.

VR for mental health 
Recent studies show that virtual reality can help people

deal with depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disor-

der and other mental health issues. “We know that things
like guided imagery and meditation can be very beneficial
for cognition and things of that nature, and we also know
that direct behavioral interventions can be very helpful for
individuals as well,” said Aldrich Chan, a neuropsycholo-
gist and research associate at the University of Miami.

According to Chan, VR hits the sweet spot between the
two courses of action, making its use for elder care “really
interesting research”. Chan, who also consults for Equality
Lab, is responsible for quantifying the potential effects of
VR use in caring for seniors, particularly the effects of vir-
tually granting final wishes. A team from the University of
California, Los Angeles, studies the use of VR to treat
anhedonia, a symptom of depression that creates an
inability to experience pleasure or interest in a range of
activities.

Psychiatric researcher Michelle Craske and her team
are focused on providing patients with positive experi-
ences, such as those produced by VR, and meditation in
order to treat anhedonia and increase well-being. “Most
treatments, up until now, have done an OK job at reducing
negative (symptoms of depression), but a very poor job at
helping patients become more positive,” Craske told the
scientific journal STAT in April.

According to a study Craske published earlier this year
in the Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, peo-
ple who participated in the positive experience treatment
reported lower levels of depression, anxiety and stress
than those who participated in standard treatment, which
focuses on addressing negative symptoms. With her gog-
gles still on, Silva moved her hand gently through the air,
caressing non-existent dolphins. “It takes you to another
world, it really calms you down,” she explained. “It’s so
wonderful!” — AFP 

Nidia Silva samples a virtual reality experience in the Little
Havana neighborhood of Miami on July 26, 2019. — AFP 


