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Lester Brown is an environmental analyst and influential 
global thinker. Founder of the Worldwatch Institute in 1974 
and of the Earth Policy Institute later in 2001, his broad ed-
ucational background and many years of experience in the 
sphere of global issues enable him to create a bigger pic-
ture of the state of the world today and identify, from dif-
ferent perspectives, possible trends for the future and their 
consequences. During his time in Earth Policy Institute, he 
published many books dedicated to reaching sustainable 
economy and saving the planet. World on the Edge came 
into print in 2011 and tries to answer two main  questions 
- if we continue with “business as usual” (or simply put if we 
continue doing what we are doing now) how much time 
will pass before we face our own demise and what can we 
do in order to avoid this collapse.

The book examines many of our current global issues, such 
as climate change, global warming, resource depletion, fail-
ing states, increasing population and hunger, environmen-
tal refugees, unsustainable agricultural practices, etc. Unlike 
other similar works in this field, World on the Edge provides 
supporting evidence with concrete facts, numbers, coun-
tries and historical events. Data and endnotes used in the 
book and additional sources can be found on the official 
website of the Earth Policy Institute, so the reader has ac-
cess to all relevant information and does not have to blindly 
believe the words of the author but can make conclusions 
of his/her own. 

Even though at some point one may feel that he is reading 
a history schoolbook, all these summaries of facts, years and 
numbers are needed to get the opinion of the author across 
– although we may not know for sure what will happen in 
the future, we are heading towards a serious collapse in 

the global economy if we continue with “business as usual” 
(Brown, 2011: 12).

Nevertheless World on the Edge does not carry a negative 
tone. On the contrary, at the end the reader feels full of hope 
that it is not too late and we can still change the path we are 
going down, and what is more important, he feels person-
ally engaged and responsible for that change. In most cases 
one may think he is too insignificant and that all it lies in the 
hands of the government, but the truth is we as individuals 
also have the power to make a difference by altering our life-
styles and habits and be the change we want to see.  

Lester Brown carries out an impartial review of what was 
the past and what is the current state of our world and what 
needs to be done to reach sustainability and avoid crisis. 
Moreover he does not only propose vague directions we 
should follow, but gives specific guidelines for the necessary 
measures (the so called “Plan B”) and even a rough estima-
tion of the possible costs on a global scale (Brown, 2011: 199). 
Some suggestions include energy saving through technol-
ogy, retrofitting, increased fuel efficiency and use of more 
renewable resources (Brown, 2011: 99 pp), investing in edu-
cation, health and family planning as means of diminishing 
hunger, population growth and poverty (Brown, 2011: 164 
pp), utilising the food production potential and shift in food 
habits as ways of improving food security (Brown, 2011: 170 
pp) and many more. 

Some may argue that Brown is too optimistic and does not 
mention other important factors such as disease and cor-
ruption, thus failing to present a holistic view of the situa-
tion today, still my personal opinion is that since everything 
is connected and intertwining, the indirect result of these 
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factors is taken into account in some form or another.  

World on the Edge is an engaging book not only for those 
familiar with the topic, but also for those who are just being 
introduced to it. The author’s main aim is to raise the aware-
ness and provoke discussions and actions from the side of 
the common citizen, not only the authorities. In that sense, 
Lester Brown manages impeccably to simplify the compli-
cated notions and make them accessible to the unacquaint-
ed reader. His book is a wakeup call for all of us, encouraging 
us to take action and make a choice – to continue with an 
economy that keeps destroying its support systems until it 
crashes down or to move into a sustainable progress. As the 
author states it, the “choice will be made by our generation, 
but it will affect life on earth for all generations to come” 
(Brown, 2011: 202). It is all in our hands.
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