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In his introduction, Dr. Hancock reminded his audience that as people the world over migrate 
from rural areas to cities, the benefits which accrue, like better education, improved sanitation 
and electrification, are counteracted by harmful side effects, among them urban sprawl, inactive 
children, environmental degradation, loss of community and a host of other negative effects. We 
are now clearly in the age of the anthropocene which, unlike the holocene, is driven by human 
activity rather than asteroids, volcanic eruptions or other forces outside mankind’s control. Like 
the holocene, the effects of the anthropocene will show up in the geologic record. As a brief 
summary of such effects, Dr. Hancock showed the 3-minute film, Welcome to the Anthropocene, 
http://anthropocene.info/short-films.php. Though the era began with the start of the industrial 
revolution, the great acceleration began in 1950 and has led to unprecedented destabilization.

It is not simply the climate which has changed; air, food and water pollution, resource depletion, 
loss of species and biodiversity are among the harmful effects of the anthropocene Dr, Hanock 
referenced. He described the Canadian Public Health Association Discussion Document, Global 
Change and Public Health: Addressing the Ecological Determinants of Health, which is 
available in several formats, including a condensed version and a textbook summary which will 
be available in May, http://www.cpha.ca/uploads/policy/edh-discussion_e.pdf. He also described 
the report of The Rockefeller Foundation–Lancet Commission on planetary health, Safeguarding 
Human Health in the Anthropocene, http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/planetary-health. 
The report documents Dr. Hancock’s observation that while public health is, in general, better 
than it has ever been, this achievement has resulted in an unprecedented level of planetary 
exploitation and degradation.

He discussed the nine planetary boundaries identified in the research of Will Steffan and his 
associates in a paper published in Science in January 2015, http://science.sciencemag.org/
content/early/2015/01/14/science.1259855. The boundaries are described at the website of the 
Stockholm Resilience Centre, http://www.stockholmresilience.org, under the heading Planetary 
Boundaries. Dr. Hancock discussed the list of boundaries found at  http://
www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/research-programmes/planetary-boundaries/
planetary-boundaries/about-the-research/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html. Each boundary is 
categorized in terms of the probable severity of the risk it poses. The loss of genetic diversity, 
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e.g., represents high risk while atmospheric aerosol loading presents a boundary which has not 
yet been quantified.

From 1961-2010 our ecological footprint has continued to increase, and has exceeded the 
planet’s carrying compact since 1970. Dr. Hancock cited The World Wildlife Fund’s Living 
Planet Report 2014, http://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/living-planet-report-2014, which 
documents a 52% decline in representative populations of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians 
and fish; an 83% decline, in Latin America.

The scale of the problem is massive and is exemplified in the IPAT equation, which is not an 
actual equation. It is described, instead, as “a mathematical entity” which demonstrates the 
interaction of population growth, affluence and technology,(http://web.mit.edu/2.813/www/
Class%20Slides%202008/IPAT%20Eq.pdf). Dr. Hancock observed, moreover, that the 
predictions of the Club of Rome in1986  have proven to be largely correct even though they 1

were derisively attacked at the time, http://clubofrome.org/index.php/the-limits-to-growth.

In responding to impending planetary catastrophe, the importance of controlling and reducing 
population increase is undeniable. and can only be achieved, he observed, through the 
empowerment and emancipation of women. If we persist on a course of business as usual, 
planetary collapse can be expected by mid-century. Although the precise impact of POPs 
(persistent organic pollutants) and the ever-increasing loss of forests and food and water sources 
can be hard to quantify, all are important determinants of health. Unfortunately, governments 
and businesses the world over promote ever increasing GDP as the goal of public policy. When 
Stanley Kuznets devised this measure in the 1930s, he warned against using it as anything other 
than a rough estimate of the total production of goods and services, stating, “…the welfare of a 
nation can scarcely be inferred from a measure of national income.” As a goal, Dr. Hancock 
pointed out, it has been a disaster . Measures of actual progress, like the Genuine Progress 2

Indicator attempt to quantify the true costs to society of, e.g., automobile accidents and ozone 
depletion (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genuine_progress_indicator).

Citing his own critique and recommendations (http://www.victoriafoundation.bc.ca/sites/default/
files/vital_signs/VS%202015/Measuring%20what%20matters%20-%20T.%20Hancock.pdf),

 1Dr. Hancock founded the Green Party of Canada shortly before in 1983, http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/1

article/green-party-of-canada/.

 For an in depth analysis of just how disastrous,The Little Big Number (Dirk Philipsen, Princeton University Press, 2015) 2

provides a nuanced and detailed exposition.
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he asked his audience to respond to the following question “If you had 10 cents to invest what 
would be the best way to invest it to contribute maximally to GDP?” His report, released in 
October 2015, addresses local Victoria concerns, what he calls Victoria’s Vital Signs. He 
reviewed the main topics in his report, among them a description of some current indicators of 
genuine progress, including The Canadian Index of Well-Being ( https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-
index-wellbeing/).

Ending his talk on a note of hope, he pointed out that sudden shifts in behaviour have happened 
in the past, among them the response to the London smog event of 1952 (http://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1241116/pdf/ehp0110-a00734.pdf, which led to the 
Clean Air Acts of 1956 and 1968. Equally astonishing has been the success of antismoking 
information and laws. Each of those improbable successes shows that huge societal changes can, 
quite unexpectedly, happen almost overnight.
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