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WHY SHOULD YOU BOTHER READING THIS BOOK?

[image: images]


Do you want to laugh? Read this book in 2030! It’s full of predictions for the future, and chances are that they are completely wrong. Should you be reading this, then? Of course! Because some of the predictions will come true, and it’s good to know what’s coming down the road. Even now, we know the Earth’s population will grow, our technology is guaranteed to get better, and we will cure more diseases. But other things are less predictable. Maybe there will be an invention that changes everything. Or something will happen that turns the whole world upside down. . . 
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> WILD CARDS

The discovery of electricity caused enormous change, just like the invention of computers and the internet. And those things made tons of other innovations possible. In the future, there will certainly be more discoveries and inventions that will change the world. We just don’t know what they will be yet.

A future innovation is like the wild card in a card game: you can pull this card at any time and it will change the whole game. An important invention, a new energy source, the end of war are all wild cards. But when you play, there are bad-luck cards as well as wild cards; the bad-luck cards have serious consequences and can cost you the game. Bad-luck cards throughout history have included diseases (like the 14th century bubonic plague), famines, or world wars. These disasters can also happen in the future.

Taking a look into the future can be very exciting, as it can go many different ways. But it’s not just exciting, it’s important; we have to look ahead. We cannot go on living the way we are. If we don’t find out now where we will get our power, food, and other resources, we will have huge problems later.
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This book won’t just give you answers about the future; in the back of it, in the section called “Exercises in Futurology,” there will also be questions—questions that will prompt you to think about the future on your own. Sometimes they will be about issues that no one really has a solution for, but they will help you to think about what the future will be like. Perhaps you’ll come up with some smart inventions too. You yourself will be an expert of the future! (You can read more about how to predict the future in chapter 4, by the way.)

> A MESSAGE FROM 2030

In this book, each chapter starts with a message for you from the year 2030. Sometimes it’s from a future that is not doing too great; in other cases, it’s from a future where things are going great. Both futures are possible. The real future will probably be somewhere in between. Some things will get worse, others will get better. Probably. Like someone clever once said, “Prediction is very difficult, especially if it’s about the future.”1
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TECHNOLOGY EVERYWHERE
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Just before January 1, 2000, millions of people hoped for the best but were worried all the same. Would everything be all right as the new year—the new century—began? Would computers work? Would planes crash? You see, a potentially huge problem threatened to happen: Y2K, or the Millennium Bug.1 In all electronics, the date was written in short numbers. November 30, 1970, for example, was written as 11-30-70 on a computer chip. At midnight on New Year’s Eve, the date was going to be 01-01-00. Lots of electronic appliances would register the date as January 1, 1900, not the first day of the year 2000. And this might cause the appliances to go haywire . . .




> THE DISASTER OF JANUARY 1

The disasters that could happen on January 1, 2000, were inconceivable. Power plants are completely computer operated; would they still work? And what about the nuclear power plants? Would the appliances in hospitals keep working? Modern cars are also full of electronics; would they start? Or airplanes—would their flight computers still work in 2000? And what about automatic teller machines (ATMs)? Would they be out of order, leaving people unable to withdraw money all of a sudden? But also digital watches, DVD players, mobile phones, cameras, ovens and microwaves, satellites, televisions, cooling systems, garage doors, alarms, elevators and escalators, and thousands of other machines could call it quits at any given moment. And if they did, the world would come to a complete and potentially disastrous stop.

Thankfully, it wasn’t so bad on January 1, 2000. A few appliances malfunctioned, but in most cases, nothing happened. The world sighed with relief. But it became apparent how much of our world is electronic. This was not the case twenty years before; lots of the electronics in 2000 did not exist in 1980. We’re more than ten years past 2000 now, and there are many more new electronics that did not exist then. Technological progress was much faster between 2000 and 2010 than between 1980 and 2000. And it will only get faster. Do the math . . .


> DOUBLEDOUBLEDOUBLE

A thought experiment: You live .25 miles from your school, but for some reason, that distance doubles every day. So the next day, you live .5 miles from your school. The day after, it’s 1 mile. Then 2. No problem, you can still ride your bike. By day 5, it’s 4 miles; better take the bus. A day later, it’s 8 miles, and after that, at one week, it’s sixteen miles. And it continues. The next day it’s 32 miles; another day later, 64. Day 10 becomes 128. Now you’ll have to take a plane, and that’s only the beginning. On Day 11, it’s 256, then 512, 1024, and after two weeks, you’re at 2,048 miles—more than three-fourths of the width of the United States!2 A few days into the fourth week, you’re at a distance of more than one million miles. That’s not even doable with the fastest rocket in the world. After thirty days, the distance has surpassed 134 million, which would be like traveling around the world more than 5,300 times.3 Three more days, and you’ve cracked 1 billion miles—a distance that allows you to travel five times to the sun and back!4
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This is a graph of the first days of the thought experiment. Until day 8, things don’t seem to be going too fast. But after that? Superfast! The distance on day 17 wouldn’t even fit in this book.



 That’s the power of doubling. What does that have to do with the future? Everything.
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> TO THE MOON WITH AN APP

Our computers know this doubling as well. The first computers were colossal, taking up 1800 square feet,5 about the size of a small house. And you know what they could do? Almost nothing! The cheapest calculator today is a thousand times faster and better. In fact, according to what is known as “Moore’s law,” every two years, our computers can do twice as much.6 (I talk more about this in the text box on page 19.) The programs and computer that were needed to get the Apollo 11 to the moon could now be an app on your iPhone. Computers and chips also continue getting cheaper—and at an enormously fast pace. In 1980, a computer with 26 megabytes cost $5,000, or $193 dollars per megabyte. Ten years later, 1 megabyte was only $9; and by the year 2000, it was less than $2. Now? Six cents per gigabyte!7


 Hard Drive Cost Gigabyte

1980-2009
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[Source: Matt Komorowski, “A History of Storage Cost,” mkomo.com: http://www.mkomo.com/cost-per-gigabyte (accessed September 12, 2013)]




> DISPOSABLE COMPUTERS

The progress of computers has enormous consequences for the future. Do you know those greeting cards that make sounds? There is a chip in those cards. And as you’ve just learned, one of those small chips can do far more than the giant computers from the past. But what do you do with a greeting card like that after a few weeks? You throw it away! A disposable computer—can you imagine the consequences for the future? Because a supersmall computer costs almost nothing, you could put it almost anywhere.
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Think of foods from the grocery store that beep when they’re close to their expiration date. Running shoes that calculate how fast you run, how many calories you burn, and how you can improve your workout. Teacups that tell you when your tea is the right temperature for drinking. Watches with a medical program that informs sick people of their health and when they need to take their medication. The possibilities are endless and will have a major effect on what our world will look like. Where and how we live, for example, will be very different.


MOORE’S LAW



Computers will be, according to a predictable trend, better and cheaper. The person who thought of this is Gordon Moore, a cofounder of Intel, the world’s largest semiconductor-chip corporation. In 1964, he discovered the trend that overall processing power will double every two years. His prediction was not entirely correct, so he’s had to adjust it a little. But it is still outstanding that he has been right all this time. That’s why the law of doubling is named after him.8 And the best part is that this law doesn’t just work for computers. (You’ll see what I mean later in this book.)





1. A TOUR OF YOUR NEW HOME
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Hi!

How are you? We just moved! I have a room now that can be as big as one hundred square feet. The room is next to the guest room, and when there aren’t any guests, we push my wall out as far as we can so that my room can be extra big. Then, when guests come, we just push the wall back and the guest room is bigger again.

My wall is almost seven feet high and twenty feet wide, and made of ePaper. Oh yeah, you don’t know what an ePaper wall is. It’s a big, thin, three-dimensional screen. Great for watching movies, playing games, or having as a background. You know what? Read this chapter. You’ll get to know all about homes in 2030.

A comfortable hello from 2030!
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> WELCOME!

What does the house of the future look like? There’s a lot of conversation about that among architects. According to some, we won’t be living much differently in 2030 than we do now. But according to others, in a few years, homes will have totally different shapes, will be made from completely new materials, and will be filled, of course, with the latest technological gadgets. Other experts say homes won’t be made from newly invented materials but from natural stuff: walls of clay where vegetables and fruit can grow, for example.1 These are three very different ideas that are all very logical. Older homes will continue to be the way they are, but modern homes will change the most. They’ll become more environmentally friendly and power efficient. And that can be done in two ways: with natural materials and with high-tech materials.
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ARCHITECTURE 2030



So, where did this 2030 milestone come from anyway? What’s the big deal about this year?

In 2002, American architect Edward Mazria founded Architecture 2030, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization dedicated to the global challenge of creating green, carbon-imprint-free structures by the year 2030. This includes the construction of housing, public buildings, and other structures in the building sector, and targets the work of architects, city planners, and governments alike. Architecture 2030 perpetuates its mission through research, education, and open discussion.2




> THE LIVING HOME

To build a house today, you get your resources—like wood and stone—from nature. Water flows from the ground through water pipes to your home. And to heat your home, you use wood, gas, oil, or electricity. That’s how it is now, and that’s how it’s always been. But what if you changed that? What if the house provided its own material, water, and power? Materials engineers are working on it!
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In the future, you could have a house with walls of earth in which plants can grow. And you’d prune those plants and use the clippings for raw materials—materials to build a wall for another house, for instance. Or you’d use them to fix an existing wall. But you’d use other plants for power.

The leaves of plants are like little power plants that, by way of photosynthesis, turn sunlight into power.3 They aren’t as effective as solar panels but every bit helps. If you also use them to generate electricity, you’re using the sun much more effectively. And of course, you use all the rainwater that the house collects for watering these plants. This water is also perfectly suitable for showering, doing the dishes, or flushing the toilet. The rest you filter to use as drinking or cooking water. On your roof, there is also a vegetable garden with a retractable greenhouse, where you cultivate delicious vegetables all year round.

> THE SMART HOME

Another possibility is a house made of plastic or high-tech materials. That doesn’t sound too good for the environment, but if those materials last a long time and make it so you don’t use a lot of power, then they are suitable. (Dark colors retain heat and whites redirect the heat. Put on a black t-shirt and go sit in the sun; then try a white t-shirt. You’ll notice the difference right away.) What do you think about walls that can change like the skin of a chameleon? With cold weather, the walls would become dark and take as much warmth from the light as they can; then, with warm weather, the walls become a cooling white. And cleaning won’t be necessary, as the walls would have a self-cleaning outer layer.

The house, of course, also catches the sunlight with the best solar panels. They will be much better in the coming years than they are now. Lots of people think solar panels are extremely ugly, so solar-power engineers are working on changing their shape. One idea is to give them the look of ivy leaves or leaves on a tree.4 With these solar panels, you could heat water during the summer and store it underground in a big tank to flow through the heating and cooling system, to warm your house in winter. This same tank could also store cold water from the winter to cool your house in summer.
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> A TOUR

Want to take a tour of the home of the future? Here we go! You go in through the front door; that will never change. But the door and the lock have changed. In the future, you don’t forget your keys anymore because you don’t need them; your house simply recognizes you. You’re let in, just like that. There is no longer a keyhole that thieves can pick open, which makes the house a lot safer. Should an intruder come in, you’re warned right away. Cameras inside your home send images of the intruder to your watch or phone. If it’s Grandma, you don’t have to worry. But if it’s a stranger, you can warn the police with one push of a button.
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Cleanliness Is Next to Godliness

When you come in, you notice right away that it’s less messy than our homes now. Are we so much tidier in the future? No, there’s just less stuff. You don’t have a television or stereo anymore because your computer has taken over all tasks. There are also no more DVDs or CDs; all music, movies, shows, and games are available for listening, watching, and playing though the internet (something that’s already starting to happen now with online services like Netflix). No more newspapers and magazines are lying about, and hardly any mail is delivered. There will also be far fewer books, as you’ll read mostly electronically. (Can you say iPad and Kindle?)

You won’t see wires anywhere either. Lamps and electronics work on batteries that last a long time and charge super quickly. Or they have wireless power, like an electric toothbrush. And scattered-around toys? These will probably still be around but much less so than in the past. Computer games are so spectacular that they replace most toys. When you have to clean your room, chances are that you only have to put away some clothes. But maybe your robot does that for you . . .




COMPUTER PAPER (OR ELECTRONIC PAPER)



As computer chips become smaller and more powerful, allowing them to be put into almost anything, display screens will also become smaller and capable of more. And if you combine super-small chips with an ultrathin display screen, you’ll have a computer almost as thin as a sheet of paper—a computer that you can fold or roll up and take everywhere with you.5

Imagine a few of these sheets as a newspaper or a magazine. The mail carriers and paperboys won’t have to come by to deliver printed copies anymore, and the latest editions will appear on your ePaper with great advantages. There will no longer be a need to cut down trees for all those millions of newspapers and magazines; newspapers and magazines will show moving images and have sound just like computers; and every newspaper will bring you the latest news in real time, as it’s happening, instead of the next day. Are you on vacation? No problem. You can still download the latest issue of your magazine. And your reading experience won’t change much; you can still leaf through the pages. They’re just ePaper pages.
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The paper is smart too. Put two sheets next to each other, and they will complement each other while creating a screen that’s twice as big. Put more sheets together on a wall, and you can change your whole wall into a computer screen. With a remote-control keyboard or speech commands, you can have your computer do exactly what you want:
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> Are you playing a racing game? Your wall becomes the windshield of your racecar.

> Want to see a video by your favorite performer? The wall changes your room into a concert hall.

> Call your friends? No! Too boring. You’ll video call or Skype. Thanks to the ePaper screens and cameras in each home, it’s like you’re in the room together.

> Tired of your view? Change your ePaper to display a mountain range!

> Are you sick? With a camera in the classroom, you can still join your class from bed.



A Peek in the Kitchen

The kitchen of 2030 is different too. Here again, the computer plays an important role. A computer with a display screen hangs on the wall, allowing you to watch the news while cooking, listen to music, or watch a cooking video—a video that shows you step by step what to do. That’s assuming you still want to cook, because there are delicious—and nutritious—ready-made meals freshly prepared by your kitchen appliances!6 All the items in your pantry also house little chips so the kitchen computer knows what you have and don’t have. This comes in handy when you tell your kitchen from your office what you’d like to eat that evening. You’ll also get some recipe ideas from your kitchen based on the ingredients that you have and that are reaching their expiration date.

Your kitchen computer automatically makes a grocery list for you too. You can buy those groceries yourself in the supermarket, or you can have them delivered. At one time, there were grocery trucks that drove through neighborhoods daily to make deliveries as well as sell anything a regular store would sell, and these are coming back. When you send in your grocery list, the groceries are delivered to your home a few hours later. It takes less power to drive one truck than for everyone to take their car grocery shopping, so it’s better for the environment. Simply walking or biking to do your shopping would, of course, be even better.

Cooking is much faster than it used to be, and the microwave has completely disappeared. (It was too slow and didn’t make the food tasty enough.) There are new appliances that are much better, cooking food more quickly and efficiently. And the superfast preparation doesn’t just make the food tastier and healthier (shorter cooking times preserve more flavor and nutrition), it also takes less power than the old ways. (There is already a device that turns the toughest meat into a deliciously tender meal in four minutes, and potatoes are cooked in less than a minute.7) Cooking is also much safer. New stoves bring cold water to a boil in a few seconds, but when you put your hands on the stovetop, it feels cool. You don’t burn yourself as easily.8
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