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 What people are saying about




 Resetting Our Future: Power Switch




 Our unequal world has been ripped further asunder by a pandemic and its economic consequences. In this bold book, Paul O’Brien asks us to see how unfairly this crisis has landed, and to confront the power and wealth inequalities at the heart of our current economic system. It is an ambitious agenda, for sure, but worth heeding if we want to emerge from this crisis with more fairness, more humanity and more hope for the next generation.




 Anne Kabagambe, Executive Director, The World Bank Group




 The bad news is that the world is in crisis; the good news is that transformative activism can overcome it; one key question is whether the more formal progressive institutions – NGO, foundations, think tanks and parties - will have the courage to go all in with that activism, or whether they will keep trying to hold on approval from a powerful establishment that is breaking the world apart. Paul O’Brien knows all three of those spaces – he’s been a troublemaker, he’s been a powerbroker, and he’s most recently spent a decade helping drive a leading NGO. He sets out why we’ve got to where we are, and why now is not a time for moderation. And whilst he warns us that we are passing through a valley of death, he lets us know how we can come through, and how we can take care of each other, and even have fun together, while we do.




 Ben Phillips is the author of How to Fight Inequality (Polity Press). He is an advisor to the United Nations, governments and civil society organizations, was Campaigns Director for Oxfam Great Britain and for ActionAid, and co-founded the Fight Inequality Alliance.




 O’Brien understands the world as it is, not as international visionaries would like it to be, and from that solid base he sets out to correct ideological and structural problems. He traces the path of modern power relations right into the ideological framework of development programs like the Millennium and Sustainable Development Goals. Chillingly and convincingly, he warns that “if activists don’t fight for the kind of power switch that protects the most vulnerable, even more power will be catastrophically redistributed away from those who need it most,” pointing to evident power asymmetries in the spread and treatment of Covid-19, as auguries of a dark future. Though shaped by the realism of his experiences, this book, packed with precision, practical advice, and real-world experience, is richly seamed with hope for a better future, in which Covid-19 combines with humanism to create a better outlook for all.




 Bernice Maxton-Lee, climate activist and author




 Power Switch is a call to the activist in each of us. Our world will not be the same after this pandemic, nor will the global balance of power and money. If activists stay on the margins of economic decision making, we can only expect the powerful to get wealthier. If we work together, we can change the political equation for policy makers, and help to rebuild fair, just, and less wasteful economies. To find out precisely how, give this book a read. I, for one, am jumping in.




 Stephanie Miller, Author of Zero Waste Living, the 80/20 Way: The Busy Person’s Guide to a Lighter Footprint and Founder of Zero Waste in DC, and former Director, IFC Climate Business Department
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  The Resetting Our Future Series




  At this critical moment of history, with a pandemic raging, we have the rare opportunity for a Great Reset – to choose a different future. This series provides a platform for pragmatic thought leaders to share their vision for change based on their deep expertise. For communities and nations struggling to cope with the crisis, these books will provide a burst of hope and energy to help us take the first diffcult steps towards a bett er future.




  – Tim Ward, publisher, Changemakers Books
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  “Pessimists are usually right and optimists are usually wrong but all the great changes have been accomplished by optimists.”




  Thomas Friedman
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Foreword





  by Thomas Lovejoy




  The Pandemic has changed our world. Lives have been lost. Livelihoods as well. Far too many face urgent problems of health and economic security, but almost all of us are reinventing our lives in one way or another. Meeting the immediate needs of the less fortunate is obviously a priority, and a big one. But beyond those compassionate imperatives, there is also tremendous opportunity for what some people are calling a “Great Reset.” This series of books, Resetting Our Future, is designed to provide pragmatic visionary ideas and stimulate a fundamental rethink of the future of humanity, nature and the economy.




  I find myself thinking about my parents, who had lived through the Second World War and the Great Depression, and am still impressed by the sense of frugality they had attained. When packages arrived in the mail, my father would save the paper and string; he did it so systematically I don’t recall our ever having to buy string. Our diets were more careful: whether it could be afforded or not, beef was restricted to once a week. When aluminum foil – the great boon to the kitchen – appeared, we used and washed it repeatedly until it fell apart. Bottles, whether coca cola or milk, were recycled.




  Waste was consciously avoided. My childhood task was to put out the trash; what goes out of my backdoor today is an unnecessary multiple of that. At least some of it now goes to recycling but a lot more should surely be possible.




  There was also a widespread sense of service to a larger community. Military service was required of all. But there was also the Civilian Conservation Corps, which had provided jobs and repaired the ecological destruction that had generated the Dust Bowl. The Kennedy administration introduced the Peace Corps and the President’s phrase “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country” still resonates in our minds.




  There had been antecedents, but in the 1970s there was a global awakening about a growing environmental crisis. In 1972, The United Nations held its first conference on the environment at Stockholm. Most of the modern US institutions and laws about environment were established under moderate Republican administrations (Nixon and Ford). Environment was seen not just as appealing to “greenies” but also as a thoughtful conservative’s issue. The largest meeting of Heads of State in history, the Earth Summit, took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and three international conventions – climate change, biodiversity (on which I was consulted) and desertification – came into existence.




  But three things changed. First, there now are three times as many people alive today as when I was born and each new person deserves a minimum quality of life. Second, the sense of frugality was succeeded by a growing appetite for affluence and an overall attitude of entitlement. And third, conservative political advisors found advantage in demonizing the environment as comity vanished from the political dialogue.




  Insufficient progress has brought humanity and the environment to a crisis state. The CO2 level in the atmosphere at 415 ppm (parts per million) is way beyond a non-disruptive level around 350 ppm. (The pre-industrial level was 280 ppm.)




  Human impacts on nature and biodiversity are not just confined to climate change. Those impacts will not produce just a long slide of continuous degradation. The Pandemic is a direct result of intrusion upon, and destruction of, nature as well as wild-animal trade and markets. The scientific body of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity warned in 2020 that we could lose a million species unless there are major changes in human interactions with nature.




  We still can turn those situations around. Ecosystem restoration at scale could pull carbon back out of the atmosphere for a soft landing at 1.5 degrees of warming (at 350 ppm), hand in hand with a rapid halt in production and use of fossil fuels. The Amazon tipping point where its hydrological cycle would fail to provide enough rain to maintain the forest in southern and eastern Amazonia can be solved with major reforestation. The oceans’ biology is struggling with increasing acidity, warming and ubiquitous pollution with plastics: addressing climate change can lower the first two and efforts to remove plastics from our waste stream can improve the latter.




  Indisputably, we need a major reset in our economies, what we produce, and what we consume. We exist on an amazing living planet, with a biological profusion that can provide humanity a cornucopia of benefits—and more that science has yet to reveal—and all of it is automatically recyclable because nature is very good at that. Scientists have determined that we can, in fact, feed all the people on the planet, and the couple billion more who may come, by a combination of selective improvements of productivity, eliminating food waste and altering our diets (which our doctors have been advising us to do anyway).




  The Resetting Our Future series is intended to help people think about various ways of economic and social rebuilding that will support humanity for the long term. There is no single way to do this and there is plenty of room for creativity in the process, but nature with its capacity for recovery and for recycling can provide us with much inspiration, including ways beyond our current ability to imagine.




  Ecosystems do recover from shocks, but the bigger the shock, the more complicated recovery can be. At the end of the Cretaceous period (66 million years ago) a gigantic meteor slammed into the Caribbean near the Yucatan and threw up so much dust and debris into the atmosphere that much of biodiversity perished. It was sayonara for the dinosaurs; their only surviving close relatives were precursors to modern day birds. It certainly was not a good time for life on Earth.




  The clear lesson of the pandemic is that it makes no sense to generate a global crisis and then hope for a miracle. We are lucky to have the pandemic help us reset our relation to the Living Planet as a whole. We already have building blocks like the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and various environmental Conventions to help us think through more effective goals and targets. The imperative is to rebuild with humility and imagination, while always conscious of the health of the living planet on which we have the joy and privilege to exist.




  Dr. Thomas E. Lovejoy is Professor of Environmental Science and Policy at George Mason University and a Senior Fellow at the United Nations Foundation. A world-renowned conservation biologist, Dr. Lovejoy introduced the term “biological diversity” to the scientific community.


  




  

  
Acknowledging Some Facts & Folks





  This book took me three decades. I wrote most of it in Western Ireland over the summer of 2020, but the ideas in here have been percolating for most of my life as an activist.




  A bit of background: I emigrated to the U.S. in the early 1980s at the beginning of the Reagan years, and came to love this crazy country for its possibilities, even as I saw its President declare war on his own government. Landing as an Irish migrant with no money and no work visa in New Orleans, I ended up owning a small restaurant on Bourbon Street and saved enough money to finish college. Only in America would Harvard Law School like that story and lend me all the money I needed to get a Juris Doctorate.




  With a fancy degree in hand, I chased my life partner to Nairobi, and with some amazing Kenyan friends, began to organize activists in Nairobi’s slums during their first multiparty elections. I was, and still am, a zealous convert to America’s offer to the world: “government of the people, by the people, for the people.”




  After a sojourn back in the U.S. where I worked in a big New York law firm, ran a social justice foundation, and repaid my school loans, I headed back to live in Uganda, Pakistan, Afghanistan and eventually Kenya again, trying to become an effective international activist. My most life-altering experience in that period was in Afghanistan, when after years as an advocate for CARE U.S. calling on the U.S. government and Afghan leaders to change their approach to rebuilding that country, the U.S. paid for me to become the advisor to Ashraf Ghani, now the President of Afghanistan, to help put his ideas into practice. His ideas on state building and the role that the U.S. should play in the world changed my own world view as an activist, and profoundly shaped the arguments I make in this book.




  In 2007, I returned to the U.S. and since then have had the privilege of leading Oxfam America’s advocacy work. For most of 2020, I was seconded to Oxfam International to co-lead Oxfam’s advocacy response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Oxfam is a worldwide network that works with partners to fight inequality to beat poverty. It has no political affiliation in any country and is non-partisan.




  In April of 2021, I will take a long-planned professional break to relocate to Connemara. As this part of my professional life draws to a close, I feel so grateful for having worked at Oxfam and for the friends I’ve made there. I can think of no better place to work with activists across borders to fight for social justice. Writing this book has allowed me to reflect on my work at Oxfam, and author something personal, with my own views about power, politics, today’s injustices and tomorrow’s possibilities. To the extent the ideas in this book differ from Oxfam’s published work, they are my own personal views. This book has not been reviewed or endorsed by Oxfam in any way. Where I draw from Oxfam’s published work, I cite the sources in endnotes and the bibliography.




  With that said, I need to acknowledge the influence of Oxfam colleagues over my thinking. First, I am grateful to Ray Offenheiser, Oxfam America’s former President and CEO who hired me into my current role, and my current boss, Oxfam America President and CEO, Abby Maxman, who generously supported my secondment to co-lead Oxfam’s international influencing effort during COVID-19. My co-leader in this effort was Lan Mercado, who was based in Manila, twelve hours ahead of Washington D.C., and we “followed the sun” over many early morning and late evening chats. In this global effort, both of us reported to the ever graceful, smart and patient Steve Price Thomas, Oxfam’s Policy Director. Steve gave us wise counsel, guidance and oversight in this worldwide influencing effort and helped to shape or refine many of the policies Oxfam now calls for publicly.




  At the core of the advocacy efforts throughout the pandemic was a “coordination group” of thinkers, writers and activists from around the world who helped steer the Oxfam advocacy ship, and I borrowed from their ideas and energy at will in writing this book including: Nabil Ahmed, Charlotte Becker, Kala Constantino, Mamata Dash, Raina Fox, Matt Grainger, Victoria Harnett, Max Lawson, Lan Mercado, Ed Pomfret, Anna Ratcliff, Julie Thekkudan, Mat Truscott, Manal Warde, and Deepak Xavier.




  For more than three decades I’ve been strategizing on how to redistribute power with fellow activists and need to acknowledge a few who shaped the ideas in this book: Tariq Ahmed, Reyn Anderson, Nazanin Ash, Jaime Atienza, Judy Beals, Phil Bloomer, Niall Brennan, Tosca Bruno-van Vijfeijken, Winnie Byanyima, Lindsay Coates, Nathan Coplin, Gina Cummings, Nadia Daar, Barbara Durr, Adib Farhadi, Tom Hart, Didier Jacobs, Nick Galasso, Ian Gary, Paulina Garzon, Mburu Gitu, Kent Glenzer, Duncan Green, Becks Gowland, Ben Grossman-Cohen, Gawain Kripke, Matt Harrington, George Ingram, Chris Jochnick, Michael Klosson, Nancy Lindborg, Clare Lockhart, Lora Lumpe, Katya Maia, Ton Meijers, Muthoni Muriu, Nora O’Connell, Bill O’Keefe, Scott Paul, Andrea Perera, Kimberly Pfeiffer, Ben Phillips, Dafna Rand, David Ray, Rebecca Rewald, Stephen Rickard, Bernice Romero, Sonal Shah, Smita Singh, Sarah Tuckey, Matthew Spencer, Danny Sriskandarajah, Dawn Stallard, Alex Thier, Noam Unger, Alexey Volynets, Iona Volynets, Andrew Wilder and Bob Zachritz. I feel very lucky to have debated how to redistribute power and tackle inequality with all these people, but any mistakes in here are solely mine.
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