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THE LORD SPEAKER’S RIVER ROOM SEMINAR SERIES 
 
THE GLOBAL RISK REGISTER 
 
Wednesday 6 July 2011 
 
The River Room, House of Lords 
 
At a seminar chaired by the Lord Speaker, Baroness Hayman, in the House of Lords, 
Members of the House and senior journalists discussed the range and nature of the risks to 
global security – political, economic, environmental, resource – in the second decade of the 
21st Century and the responses which need to be made. 
 
In the first of the opening speeches, the former Astronomer Royal Lord Rees of Ludlow 
reflected that the twenty-first century marked the first in which the biggest threat to the 
Earth was mankind rather than nature. There were two main risks that were insidious rather 
than sudden – population growth and climate change. 
 
Lord Rees argued that population growth was under-discussed, with many people viewing 
the subject as taboo. The world population was 3 billion 50 years ago and had risen to 7 
billion today, with 50% of the world population concentrated in cities. More than half of 
those in the developing world were under 25. There was increasing interest in how this 
population would be fed and other related issues, for example improving the life chances of 
the bottom billion in society and thinking about world energy needs. 
 
Lord Rees highlighted the issue of the world’s energy needs and climate change, arguing that 
research and development on this important issue was below the level required. While 
nuclear energy was under discussion, it was argued that solar power may offer a better 
solution for Europe. In terms of climate change it seemed too early to judge whether the 
world was on a trajectory of rapid climate change, or whether any change would be more 
gradual. Any action to deal with climate change, for example possibly reflecting aerosols into 
the upper atmosphere, would be reliant on what degree of urgency was required. 
 
Whilst there may be disagreement about the science of climate change, there would also be 
differences of opinion regarding the best way to deal with the issue and clear water between 
science and the policy response was not a negative thing; risk assessment should be separate 
from risk management.  
 
Lord Rees noted that other threats existed, giving the example of intentional cyber attacks 
and terrorism. There was a need for systems to have greater resilience and for less 
complacency regarding pandemics. 
 
Former FCO Minister and United Nations Deputy Secretary General, Lord Malloch-Brown, 
suggested that bad, popular ideas had taken hold, obscuring the need for urgent action on 
global issues. Firstly, there was an assumption that a solution would always emerge and 
pessimistic predictions would always be overtaken. He gave the example of Malthus as 
popular history that is trotted out to disparage government action based on scientific 
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prediction. The second bad idea was that the hidden hand of the market would always 
resolve global problems. A third piece of bad thinking was the idea that we are all on an 
equal march to a middle-class world, and that as people increasingly became consumers, they 
would be less inclined to demand political change. In fact, the Arab Spring showed that, 
despite increased economic growth, the middle class in countries like Egypt would not wait 
for a consumer-driven solution to their problems and aspirations. 
 
Lord Malloch-Brown concluded that the age of leaving things to the markets was over and 
that politics was back, which he saw as a healthy development. In terms of where the next 
major political changes would take place, Africa was often identified as a source of instability 
due to its poverty, its population growth and the scramble for energy and other resources.  
Lord Malloch-Brown’s view, though, was that in the short- to medium-term, sustainable 
growth was possible in Africa and renewed political instability would only come later as a 
middle class emerges with political demands of their own. 
 
Instead, he viewed Asia as a more likely region of political instability. Accelerating economic 
growth would inflame existing unresolved conflicts within and between states. Potential 
flashpoints included the South China Sea, Taiwan, Kashmir and the Korean Peninsula, as well 
as internal social protest in China and rural insurgency in India.  Resource constraints would 
make Western-style growth unsustainable in Asia. 
 
Turning to Europe, the difficulty of finding solutions for the Greek economic crisis showed 
the political bankruptcy of our system of political governance. This was echoed in the United 
States’ difficulty in finding a solution to its debt levels. There would be massive international 
consequences to any US default. 
 
Lord Malloch-Brown argued that there was a deficit of governance and statesmanship to 
confront the issues outlined by Lord Rees. A political fault-line had developed between 
nationalists and globalists about what approach to take. Economics, science and nature were 
driving us to organise ourselves around increasingly global governance structures, yet politics 
responded by hiding behind the sandbags of an ever-more-nationalist approach – enthusiasm 
for internationalism was not a vote-winner at election time. While Lord Malloch-Brown had 
sympathy with both sides, he predicted we would see more power decentralised to regional 
bodies, but also a dramatic shift of power upwards to accountable international institutions.   
 
Leadership on global issues such as climate change was increasingly coming from civil society, 
and to some extent business, with government trailing behind. Lord Malloch-Brown argued 
that we needed elected leaders to give us the global management structures necessary to 
tackle global issues. 
 
The discussion that followed the opening speeches focused initially on the recent global 
financial crisis and its starting point in the deficit between payments and balances and 
inherent weaknesses present in the system. In particular, attention was drawn to the debt 
facilities afforded to those without the ability to pay, particularly in the United States with 
regard to sub-prime mortgages, and the fact that wages have not risen in line with 
consumption. 
 
Although problems within the system had been partly addressed with the introduction of 
Basel III regulations, higher capital requirements and liquidity measures, there remained 
issues with further capital requirements, risk absorbing debt and the separation of banks into 
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retail and investment functions, and the overarching issue of macroeconomic regulation. 
Global imbalances still remain – for example, many Chinese families cannot afford many of 
the goods produced in Chinese factories.  
 
Macroeconomic regulation in the Eurozone was also discussed. The case was made that 
Greece had effectively already defaulted on its debts, and would retain a fundamental 
primary deficit, even once any interest payments were stripped away, beyond its means. 
Regarding action to address the Greek crisis and its potential consequences for banks and 
investors, particularly calls from certain countries such as Germany for those investors to 
take a ‘haircut’ on their investment, it was pointed out there was a problem with bank bond 
holders being the only ones exempt from risk, and an existing ‘conspiracy of silence’ 
whereby banks were carrying impaired loans and governments were allowing them to do it. 
The European Central Bank (ECB) was moving towards effectively taking on Greece’s debt, 
running the risk that it in turn might have to be recapitalised. It was not a case of if Greece 
defaulted, but when and by what method. The present approach of the European 
establishment furthermore only served to perpetuate this uncertainty. Even if a solution was 
found to the Greek debt issue then there would still be unresolved problems of 
competitiveness.  
 
On wider issues outside of the financial markets, participants pointed to the challenges 
presented by rising food prices, particularly for the ‘urban poor’, and whether emerging 
markets would be able to sustain their current levels of growth in the face of demographic 
issues such as ageing populations, particularly in China. The risks of climate change could be 
debated, but in any case a crucial mistake in any attempt to address the issue would be to 
over-invest in renewables and under-invest in nuclear power, and then face an energy 
shortfall which could only be filled by the use of fossil fuels. Some speakers argued that there 
should possibly be a refocusing of attention on the current, rather than future generations 
when debating global risk, while others thought that attention to should be given to how our 
actions would impact on our grandchildren.  
 
There was also discussion about global risk from a military perspective. While conventional 
military activity did not pose substantial global risk, it did have the potential to significantly 
impact on existing risks such as famine or poverty. In contrast, the implications of the 
proliferation of nuclear technology, particularly with regard to Iran, could have significant 
consequences, not least for the future of the Non-Proliferation Treaty regime. The 
challenges posed by non-state actors were highlighted, particularly with regard to terrorism 
and cybercrime/espionage, and the difficulties of attempting to prevent or police these 
problems.  
 
Building resilience into the system so that it could cope with the risks inherent in new 
opportunities was identified as a crucial issue.  Consideration needed to be given to how the 
relevant actors could be motivated to take the action necessary to address new risks.  There 
were benefits in providing incentives rather than relying on sanctions to encourage action on 
the part of those concerned.  There was some debate about whether national governments 
or global institutions were the best agents of change, but in both cases, human behaviour and 
how to incentivise it would be key in addressing global risks. 
 
Several speakers focused on the importance of religion as a motivating force in much of the 
developing and developed world, a fact which they felt was poorly understand by secular 
Western governments.  Any discussion of how societies address risk and global challenges 
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should include examination of that religious component, or risk missing a factor that was 
fundamental to any attempt to drive positive change.  Religion, particularly the rise of 
religious fundamentalism in both the West and East, could be part of the problem, but it 
could also offer something to the solution.  It was noted that the ‘Drop the Debt’ campaign 
was started by two church leaders.  Governments needed to take faith communities more 
seriously to harness their potential. 
 
A number of speakers were keen to emphasise that risk arises out of the interactions within 
complex systems.  Too often regulatory and legal regimes addressed the risk associated with 
component parts of a system, rather than dealing with the system as a whole.  It was felt this 
needed to be changed in order that these complexities could be recognised.  Too much 
oversimplification and thinking in silos had an impact on people’s ability to think about 
complex systems and the unintended consequences of individual actions. 
 
Contributors with experience in China warned against misunderstanding China or being 
ignorant of the direction of its economic development.  In China’s most recent five-year 
economic plan, there was a shift towards sectors that the UK had traditionally been good at 
– for example high-end biotech, clean energy and technology, and high-end manufacturing. 
Those who did not understand what was happening in China risked missing out on the new 
industrial revolution. It was important to understand that the changes in China’s economy 
were planned changes, not simply shaped by greed.  It was felt that changes in China’s 
economy would lead to a change in China’s approach at the UN; it could no longer afford to 
take a hands-off approach to conflicts and instability in other countries when it was so 
dependent on natural resources from elsewhere. 

 
Other speakers highlighted the human dimension of global risk.  The resilience of natural 
capital needed to be improved, for example through addressing over-farming and the 
depletion of fish stocks, as well as prioritising young people’s education. Population, climate 
change and economics all impinged on global health.  As poor countries became wealthier, 
they would face new health challenges such as obesity and diabetes, but they still had to deal 
with communicable diseases such as malaria.  The patterns and costs of global health and 
social care were changing.  Technology could have a part to play in addressing this. Both 
climate change and the population explosion drove mass migration, which in turn fuelled 
nationalism in developed countries.  Youth unemployment was a problem both in developed 
countries, as jobs migrated to emerging economies, and in developing countries which were 
under demographic pressure from a large youth population. 

 
It was pointed out that Britain had a long history of horizon-scanning, but there were still 
gaps because of the way that we structured ourselves.  Some of the main difficulties in trying 
to predict risk were looking robustly enough at where we would be in the future, predicting 
malign combinations of circumstances, and identifying the unintended consequences of 
apparently benign developments (for example, cold fusion would be a positive development 
for our energy requirements, but could cause instability in countries which currently 
depended on oil income). 
 
A crisis of leadership was identified in Europe and North America, where there was too 
much short-termism and not enough experience, depth or vision.  But there was some cause 
for optimism in other parts of the word: the current cohort of leaders in Africa, South 
America and Asia was better than their predecessors in recent decades, and in Latin 
America and Africa countries were coming together to tackle problems at regional and 
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continental level.  In the future, some felt that a global governance structure could develop 
around regional, rather than global, institutions.  All countries, not just the bigger and richer 
nations, needed to be involved in tackling global issues.  However, ‘mini-lateralism’, where 
individuals, NGOs or nations came together in smaller groups to bring about change, was 
also a growing phenomenon. 
 
The Arab Spring showed that new technologies gave power to people who had previously 
not had a voice, but the communications explosion also brought home to the world’s poor 
the extent of their deprivation, which was a dangerous situation. 
 
It was observed that political power inevitably followed resources, and this would have 
consequences that we have failed to address thus far.  There would be food insecurity in the 
developed world in coming decades.  We may look to Africa for food and solar energy; but 
this would cause a shift of political power to corrupt regimes which denied the best young 
people the opportunity to flourish.  The consequences of this had not yet been addressed. 
 
Soil and water were identified as fundamental building blocks of society and some speakers 
felt that not enough was being done to ensure that we protected these resources.  They 
were under-discussed, unfashionable issues, but much could be achieved if we were 
prepared to make the necessary investment in the coming decade.  Given the relative 
scarcity of food resources, we could not afford to use soil for producing biofuels rather than 
food. 
 
The discussion concluded with the observation that long-term global issues often received 
less attention than short-term and local issues, but it should not be ignored that we were 
now reaching saturation point in terms of the world’s resources and population. 
 


