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The University of Cambridge extends its sincere 
thanks for your support of the activities of the 
Centre for the Study of Existential Risk (CSER).

Supported by your generosity, the work of CSER 
researchers is increasing our understanding of, and 
preparedness for, existential threats to our world. 
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The Centre for the Study of Existential Risk (CSER) is an 
interdisciplinary research centre within the University of Cambridge 
dedicated to the study and mitigation of risks that could lead to 
civilizational collapse or human extinction. We are developing a 
science of global risk that we apply to Global Catastrophic Biological 
Risks, Extreme Risks and the Global Environment, and Risks from 
Artificial Intelligence. Our work is shaped around three main goals:

• Understanding: we study existential and global catastrophic risk.

• Impact: we develop collaborative strategies to reduce these risks.

• Field-building: we foster a global community of academics, 
technologists and policy-makers who share our goals.

Our last report covered January–April 2021, this report covers the 
period May–September 2021 and outlines our activities and future 
plans. Highlights of the last three months include:

• Twelve papers – four in Nature group journals – on resilient 
future foods, global catastrophic volcanic risk, the representation 
of higher-end warming in Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) reports, AI benchmarks, government monitoring 
of AI development, aligning AI regulation to sociotechnical 
change, overcoming language barriers in science, AI adoption 
in Indian agriculture, the relationship between COVID-19 and 
conflict, modelling state consolidation and collapse, population 
ethics, and the ethics of human–biosphere decoupling.

• Five policy reports, including contributions to the Centre for 
Long-Term Resilience’s major FutureProof report, whichseeks to 

An introduction from
Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh 

Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh 

Executive Director, Centre for the Study 
of Existential Risk

transform the UK’s resilience to extreme risks and has been well-
received at the highest levels.

• Presenting and participating in events with Stanford Existential 
Risk Initiative, Center for Human-Compatible AI (CHAI), 
Pugwash, CogX, and the Centre for Climate Repair,  
amongst others.

• Our work was highlighted in the UK Resilience Strategy 
Call for Evidence, and Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh met with Cabinet 
Minister Penny Mordaunt and the head of the Civil Contingencies 
Secretariat to discuss resilience to extreme risks.

• We have been featured on the BBC, ABC, Aeon and on several 
podcasts and hosted three well-attended panels highlighting 
current CSER research projects.
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We bid a thankful farewell to Catherine Rhodes this summer, as we 
welcomed back Seán as Executive Director. Catherine successfully 
guided CSER through a period of dramatic growth as well as the 
turbulence of a global pandemic. Over her time CSER really reached 
its stride of consistent high-quality research and remarkable policy 
impact. On a personal level, Catherine was a supportive and 
conscientious director, always encouraging staff. We all wish her well 
in her future endeavours, and hope to continue working closely  
with her.

We have continued working on a fully remote basis over the summer 
in line with the Government and University guidance. We are 
fortunate that most of our work can be done remotely. We are now 
starting to reopen our office and move towards hybrid working.

1. Update

Above: Catherine Rhodes presenting on international governance of existential risk
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2. New Staff

Over the last few months we have welcomed a new Deputy Director, 
Centre Administrator and Research Assistant.

Jess Bland is our new Deputy Director. 
Jess’ accomplished background includes 
the School of International Futures, Nesta 
and the Royal Society, where she built up 
impactful research teams and worked on a 
range of topics relevant to CSER including 
futures, policy and risk. Jess started with us 
part-time from October 2021 (0.2-3 FTE), 
increasing to full-time in late January 2022. 

Rachel Burgess oversees administration 
of the Centre’s programmes and 
projects. Her areas of responsibility 
include research management, finances, 
human resource management, governance 
and planning, IT, and communications. 
Before joining the Centre, Rachel worked 
in several roles across the School of Arts 
and Humanities including REF Impact 
Administrator, Graduate Administrator, and 
Project Administrator for three very different 
interdisciplinary research projects. 

Jochem Rietveld has started working 
on the project ‘Lessons from COVID-19’ 
at CSER. His research background is 
in International Relations and he has a 
PhD from the Marie Curie Horizon 2020 
European Joint Doctorate Programme 
GEM STONES, in which he studied regional 
approaches to the Responsibility to Protect.

https://soif.org.uk/about/jessica-bland/
http://lcfi.ac.uk/about/team/rachel-burgess/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/team/jochem-reitveld/
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• 21 May: Ellen Quigley, Emily Bugden, Akaraseth Puranasamriddhi 
and Mia Sannapureddy spoke at the Climate Exp0 conference 
on “Access to Finance”, “Disclosure and Risk Management” and 
“Green Bonds and Novel Financial Instruments”.

• 26 May: Freya Jephcott presented “Folie à Plusieurs: an 
ethnographic study of an outbreak investigation in the Brong-
Ahafo Region of Ghana” at the Reframing Disease Reservoirs: 
Histories & Ethnographies of Pathogens & Pestilence’ 
conference.

• 7 June: Matthijs Maas and Charlotte Stix presented their paper 
“Bridging the gap: the case for an ‘Incompletely Theorized 
Agreement’ on AI policy” at “Quo Vadis, AI Ethics?” held by 
Chalmers AI Research Centre. 

• 7 June: Matthijs Maas spoke at the 2021 CHAI Virtual Workshop 
on “How can today’s regulation set good precedent for the long-
term governance of AI?”.

• 10 June: SJ Beard spoke at The Marc Sanders Foundation on 
“Our Duty to the Past and Our Past Selves”.

• 14 June: Lalitha Sundaram spoke about “Bioethics outside 
the box: structures, systems, societies” at the Student/Young 
Pugwash UK’s Ethical Science event.

• 14 June: Jess Whittlestone spoke at CogX about “Cutting Edge: 
Understanding AI systems for a better AI policy with Jack Clark”.

3. Academic Engagement

• 17 April: Ellen Quigley presented at the Stanford Existential Risk 
Conference on “How Institutional Investors Can Mitigate 
Systemic Risks”. Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh and Jaan Tallinn also 
held a discussion on existential risk.

• 28 April: Clarissa Rios Rojas spoke at the Open Forum of 
Sciences of Latin America and the Caribbean about Science 
Diplomacy for a Sustainable Future.

• 3 May: Catherine Rhodes was a panellist at Desirable Tomorrows 
on “‘Responsibilities for Sustainable Futures: Inequalities, Trust 
and the Role of Academia’, in Panel 2: The Urgency of Societal 
Change: Building a Sustainable and Equitable Future”.

Above: Poster for the Desirable Tomorrows conference

https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/climate-exp0/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/workshop-quo-vadis-ai-ethics/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/desirable-tomorrows-international-conference/
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• 14 June: Freya Jepcott spoke about Field Epidemiology as 
an exercise in storytelling at the “What was Epidemiology?” 
workshop.

• 15 June: Clarissa Rios Rojas was a panellist at CogX on “Cyber 
& Defence: Existential threats: The unpredictable horizon”.

• 19 June: Natalie Jones spoke at the Effective Altruism series 
at the University of Nairobi on “Climate Change and Existential 
Risk”; on 23 June: about “Law, government and climate repair 
in the run-up to COP26” at the Centre for Climate Repair; and 
at Cambridge Carbon Footprint on “Levels of Climate Action”; 
and on 20 July at the Evidence for Action Symposium held by 
the University of Sussex about “Including indigenous peoples in 
climate governance”.

• 5 July: Sabin Roman presented a paper on “Long-term 
feedback mechanisms underlying societal collapse” at 
the 7th International Degrowth & 16th International Society for 
Ecological Economics joint conference.

• 8 August: Matthijs Maas presented his paper “AI, Governance 
Displacement, and the (De)Fragmentation of International Law” 
at the Interest Group on International Law and Technology 
workshop.

• 11 September: Natalie Jones was a panellist on “Subnational 
International Lawmaking” at the European Society of International 
Law conference.

Above: The CogX panel on existential threats, including Clarissa Rios Rojas

https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/interest-group-international-law-and-technology-pr/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/interest-group-international-law-and-technology-pr/
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4. Policy Engagement

• 1 April: Matthijs Maas provided input to the Council of Europe’s 
CAHAI 2021 Multi-Stakeholder Consultation on the elements 
of a legal framework on AI.

• 28 April: the AI:FAR team wrote a Comment on the EU’s world-
first AI regulation, welcoming this historic opportunity to set 
global standards for AI. This was followed by a longer response 
later in August.

• 10 May: Clarissa Rios Rojas was invited to write a statement for 
the “UN 6th Multi-stakeholder Forum on Science, Technology 
and Innovation for the Sustainable Development Goals” about 
how CSER’s work can support their discussions and future work.

• 2 June: Tildy Stokes and Haydn Belfield wrote a blog arguing 
that boosting R&D spending on extreme risks will make Britain 
safer, and cement its status as a science superpower, alongside 
the publication of Future Proof: the opportunity to transform the 
UK’s resilience to extreme risks.

• 7 June: Clarissa Rios Rojas and the Centre for Science and 
Policy (CSaP) presented an online launch event for their report 
with Catherine Richards and Catherine Rhodes, “Pathways to 
Linking Science and Policy in the Field of Global Risk”.

• 8 June: Clarissa Rios Rojas participated in the Expert Review 
Group for the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 
and ISC (International Science Council) at the Integrated 
Research on Disaster Risk 2021 International Conference.

• 26 June: Catherine Rhodes presented on the 80 Questions for 
UK Biological Security exercise run by BioRISC and CSER to a 
meeting of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Global Security 
and Non-Proliferation.

• 10 August: Natalie Jones wrote a Response to the IPCC Report, 
highlighting its global catastrophic risk aspects.

• 7 September: Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh met with Cabinet Minister 
Penny Mordaunt and the head of the Civil Contingencies 
Secretariat to discuss national resilience and global catastrophic 
risk. 

• 23 September: Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh and Toby Ord wrote 
a Comment on the UK Government’s National AI Strategy, 
welcoming its commitments around horizon scanning, progress 
monitoring, AI safety research and compute capacity. It states: 
“The government takes the long term risk of non-aligned Artificial 
General Intelligence, and the unforeseeable changes that it would 
mean for the UK and the world, seriously.”

https://www.ai-far.org/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/eus-world-first-ai-regulation/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/eus-world-first-ai-regulation/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/feedback-european-regulation/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/statement-united-nations-6th-multi-stakeholder-for/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/future-proof/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/future-proof/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/launch-pathways-linking-science-and-policy-field-global-risk-video/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/pathways-linking-science-and-policy-field-global-risk/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/pathways-linking-science-and-policy-field-global-risk/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/response-ipcc-report/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/uk-government-set-out-its-national-ai-strategy/


Centre for the Study of Existential Risk November 2021

5. Public Engagement

• 1 April: Alexa Hagerty and Natalie Jones appeared on the Mind 
Over Chatter podcast.

• 8 April: Haydn Belfield was a guest on the Der Digitale Minimalist 
podcast. 

• 26 April: Clarissa Rios Rojas was interviewed by the International 
Network for Government Science.

• 28 April: Luke Kemp wrote an article for BBC Future titled “The 
'Stomp Reflex': When governments abuse emergency powers”, 
and on 30 June appeared on ABC Late Night Live to discuss 
potential abuses following the COVID-19 pandemic.

• 2 June: Clarissa Rios Rojas was interviewed in Spanish for 
the Cuarentenados podcast Episode El Futuro, la Diplomacia 
Cientifica y mas.

• 18 June: Natalie Jones appeared on the Gin and Topic podcast.

• 29 June: Ellen Quigley wrote an article for Aeon titled “Stock-
picking for humanity”.

• 1 July: Lalitha Sundaram, SJ Beard, Matthijs Maas and Seán 
Ó hÉigeartaigh presented the first of the public CSER panels, 
"Doom and Doubt: Uncertain Futures & Open Questions about 
Existential Risk".

• 6 July: Freya Jephcott was interviewed on BBC Look East about 
lifting of COVID restrictions.

• 16 July: Alexa Hagerty, Charlotte Hammer, Freya Jephcott and 
Shahar Avin presented a CSER panel, “Why Didn't Technology 
Save Us From Covid-19?”.

• 20 July: Jess Whittlestone was a guest on the TalkRL podcast, 
discussing societal implications of deep reinforcement learning, 
and on 30 August on the Thoughts in Between podcast, about 
her new paper “Why and How Governments Should Monitor 
AI Development”.

• 26 July: Freya Jephcott appeared on the Naked Scientists 
podcast to discuss the COVID lab leak theory.

• 25 August: Jess Whittlestone, Lalitha Sundaram, Tom Hobson 
and Luke Kemp presented a CSER panel, “Who is Creating 
Existential Risk? (Why, and Why Should We Care?)”. 

• 2 September: SJ Beard’s essay "What Do You Do If You Are a 
Manically Depressed Robot?" was published as an audio essay 
in a new audiobook, Instant Expert. 

• We continue to publish a regular “Meet the Researcher” series on 
our website. During this period we have featured the profiles of 
Asaf Tzachor, Haydn Belfield, SJ Beard and Jochem Rietveld.

https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-what-would-more-just-future-look/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-what-would-more-just-future-look/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-human-extinction/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-human-extinction/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/catastrophic-risk-rights-future-generations/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/catastrophic-risk-rights-future-generations/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/stomp-reflex-when-governments-abuse-emergency-powe/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/stomp-reflex-when-governments-abuse-emergency-powe/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/stomp-reflex-do-emergency-powers-need-more-scrutin/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-natalie-jones-nadar-climate-justice/
https://aeon.co/essays/here-are-responsible-shareholder-tactics-that-actually-work
https://aeon.co/essays/here-are-responsible-shareholder-tactics-that-actually-work
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/doom-and-doubt/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/doom-and-doubt/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/cser-panel-apocalypse-now-learning-covid/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/cser-panel-apocalypse-now-learning-covid/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-jess-whittlestone-talkrl-podcast/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/podcast-thoughts-between/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/cser-panel-who-creating-existential-risk-why-and-w/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/events/cser-panel-who-creating-existential-risk-why-and-w/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/sj-beard-audio-essay-published/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/sj-beard-audio-essay-published/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/meet-researcher-asaf-tzachor/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/meet-researcher-haydn-belfield/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/meet-researcher-sj-beard/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/meet-researcher-jochem-rietveld/
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6. Publications

“Future Foods for risk-resilient Diets”, in Nature Food, Vol.2, 13 May 
2021 by Asaf Tzachor, Catherine Richards, Lauren Holt.

Future foods, such as microalgae, mycoprotein and mealworm, 
have been suggested as nutritious and sustainable dietary 
options. Here we consider one of the most profound, yet 
neglected, benefits of future foods farming systems – their 
potential to provide essential nutrition in the face of systemic 
disturbances – and discuss major barriers to realizing  
this prospect.

“Global catastrophic risk from lower magnitude volcanic eruptions” in 
Nature Communications, Vol.12, 6 August 2021 by Lara Mani, Asaf 
Tzachor, Paul Cole.

Globalisation supports the clustering of critical infrastructure 
systems, sometimes in proximity to lower-magnitude (VEI 3–6) 
volcanic centres. In this emerging risk landscape, moderate 
volcanic eruptions might have cascading, catastrophic effects. 
Risk assessments ought to be considered in this light.

“Ten tips for overcoming language barriers in science” in Nature 
Human Behaviour, Vol.5, 8 July 2021 by Tatusya Amano, Clarissa 
Rios Rojas, Yap Boum II, Margarita Calvo, Biswapriya B Misra.

Language barriers have serious consequences in science, 
causing inequality for under-represented communities, making 
non-English-language knowledge inaccessible, and impeding the 
uptake of science by decision-makers. Here we provide a practical 
checklist as a starting point for tackling this overlooked issue.

“Research community dynamics behind popular AI benchmarks”  
in Nature Machine Intelligence, 17 May 2021 by Fernando  
Martínez-Plumed, Pablo Barredo, Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh, José 
Hernández-Orallo.

The widespread use of experimental benchmarks in AI research 
has created competition and collaboration dynamics that are still 
poorly understood. Here we provide an innovative methodology 
to explore these dynamics and analyse the way different entrants 
in these challenges, from academia to tech giants, behave and 
react depending on their own or others’ achievements. We 
perform an analysis of 25 popular benchmarks in AI from Papers 
With Code, with around 2,000 result entries overall, connected 
with their underlying research papers. We identify links between 
researchers and institutions (that is, communities) beyond the 
standard co-authorship relations, and we explore a series of 
hypotheses about their behaviour as well as some aggregated 
results in terms of activity, performance jumps and efficiency. We 
characterise the dynamics of research communities at different 
levels of abstraction, including organisation, affiliation, trajectories, 
results and activity. We find that hybrid, multi-institution and 
persevering communities are more likely to improve state-of-
the-art performance, which becomes a watershed for many 
community members. Although the results cannot be extrapolated 
beyond our selection of popular machine learning benchmarks, 
the methodology can be extended to other areas of artificial 
intelligence or robotics, and combined with bibliometric studies.

https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-021-00269-x
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-25021-8
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-021-01137-1
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/popular-ai-benchmarks/
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“Betting on the best case: higher end warming is underrepresented 
in research” in Environmental Research Letters, Vol. 16, 29 July 
2021 by Florian U Jehn, Marie Schneider, Jason R Wang, Luke 
Kemp, Lutz Breuer.

We compare the probability of different warming rates to their 
mentions in IPCC reports through text mining. We find that there 
is a substantial mismatch between likely warming rates and 
research coverage. 1.5 °C and 2 °C scenarios are substantially 
overrepresented. More likely higher end warming scenarios of 3 
°C and above, despite potential catastrophic impacts, are  
severely neglected.

“Barriers to AI Adoption in Indian Agriculture: An Initial Inquiry”, in IGI 
Global, Vol.12, 26 May 2021 by Asaf Tzachor.

Greater adoption of AI in Indian agriculture can contribute to 
regional and global food security. An examination of parameters 
that may prevent and postpone AI transfer, diffusion, and adoption 
is essential. However, little research on AI adoption barriers in 
Indian agriculture has been conducted. This paper attends to the 
gap. In order to recognise, categorise, and prioritise the most 
critical impediments to AI adoption in Indian agriculture, this paper 
draws on a participatory research design in which workshops 
were used as the main research methodology. Seven working 
groups of local experts identified five categories of constraints, 
covering 18 explicit adoption barriers. Two constraints in particular 
were recognised as most critical: lack of trust in technology 
among farmers and a language barrier compounded by high 
illiteracy rates and a digital divide. With an initial catalogue of 
constraints, this paper aims to contribute to the actualisation of AI 
in Indian agriculture and thereby to local and global food security.

“Lockdowns, lives and livelihoods: the impact of COVID-19 and 
public health responses to conflict affected populations - a remote 
qualitative study in Baidoa and Mogadishu, Somalia” in Conflict 
and Health, Vol.15, 12 June 2021 by Dorien H. Braam, Sharath 
Srinivasan, Luke Church, Zakaria Sheikh, Freya L. Jephcott, 
Salome Bukachi.

Authorities in Somalia responded with drastic measures after 
the first confirmed COVID-19 case in mid-March 2020, closing 
borders, schools, limiting travel and prohibiting most group 
functions. However, the impact of the pandemic in Somalia 
thereafter remained unclear. This study employs a novel remote 
qualitative research method in a conflict-affected setting to look 
at how some of the most at-risk internally displaced and host 
populations were impacted by COVID-19, what determined their 
responses, and how this affected their health and socio-economic 
vulnerability. While the official COVID-19 burden has remained 
relatively low in Somalia, the impact on people’s daily lives, 
income and livelihoods due to public health responses, has been 
significant. Participants describe those ‘secondary’ outcomes as 
the main impact of the pandemic, serving as a stark reminder of 
the need to broaden the public health response beyond disease 
prevention to include social and economic interventions to 
decrease people’s vulnerability to future shocks.

“Historial Dynamics of the Chinese Dynasties” in Heliyon, Vol.7, 1 
June 2021 by Sabin Roman. 

We develop a framework for studying state division and 
unification, and as a case study we focus on modelling the 
territorial patterns in imperial China during periods of unity and 
upheaval. As a modelling tool we employ discrete dynamical 
systems and analyse two models: the logistic map and a new 
class of maps, which we name ren maps. The critical transitions 

https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/betting-best-case/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/betting-best-case/
https://www.igi-global.com/article/barriers-to-ai-adoption-in-indian-agriculture/279598
https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-021-00382-5
https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-021-00382-5
https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-021-00382-5
https://www.cell.com/heliyon/fulltext/S2405-8440(21)01396-7
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exhibited by the models can be used to capture the process of 
territorial division but also unification. We outline certain limitations 
of uni-modal, smooth maps for our modelling purposes and 
propose ren maps as an alternative, which we use to reproduce 
the territorial dynamics over time. As a result of the modelling we 
arrive at a quantitative measure for asabiyyah, a notion of group 
solidarity, whose secular cycles match the historical record over 
1,800 years, from the time of the Warring States to the beginning 
of the Ming dynasty. Furthermore, we also derive an equation for 
aggregate asabiyyah which can be employed in other cases of 
interest.

“Why and How Governments Should Monitor AI Development” on 
arXiv, 31 August 2021 by Jess Whittlestone, Jack Clark.

Governments face a range of policy challenges from AI 
technologies, which are developed and deployed at a speed 
that traditional governance approaches cannot keep pace with. 
This results in a situation where private companies are able to 
deploy AI systems with substantial potential for harm or misuse 
in mostly unregulated markets, and governments are unable to 
effectively scrutinise these systems in the ways needed to govern 
them. As AI capabilities advance, they will raise increasingly high-
stakes policy challenges, making it increasingly important that 
governments have the tools to intervene in ways that promote 
benefits and mitigate risks.

“Aligning AI Regulation to Sociotechnical Change” in Oxford 
Handbook on AI Governance (Oxford University Press, 2022 
forthcoming), 23 June 2021, by Matthijs Maas.

How do we regulate a changing technology, with changing uses, 
in a changing world? This chapter argues that while existing (inter)
national AI governance approaches are important, they are often 
siloed. Technology-centric approaches focus on individual AI 
applications; law-centric approaches emphasise AI’s effects on 
pre-existing legal fields or doctrines. This chapter argues that to 

foster a more systematic, functional and effective AI regulatory 
ecosystem, policy actors should instead complement these 
approaches with a regulatory perspective that emphasises how, 
when, and why AI applications enable patterns of ‘sociotechnical 
change’. Drawing on theories from the emerging field of 
‘TechLaw’, it explores how this perspective can provide informed, 
more nuanced, and actionable perspectives on AI regulation.

A focus on sociotechnical change can help analyse when and 
why AI applications actually do create a meaningful rationale for 
new regulation—and how they are consequently best approached 
as targets for regulatory intervention, considering not just the 
technology, but also six distinct ‘problem logics’ that appear 
around AI issues across domains. The chapter concludes by 
briefly reviewing concrete institutional and regulatory actions that 
can draw on this approach in order to improve the regulatory 
triage, tailoring, timing & responsiveness, and design of AI policy.

“Why shouldn’t we cut the human-biosphere umbilical cord?” in 
Futures, 13 August 2021 by Lauren Holt.

Scientific and technological advancements have made many 
wonderful things possible for humankind. As these continue 
to develop, civilisation may evolve to a stage of technological 
maturity where humanity could, not merely survive, but flourish 
under the harshest possible environmental conditions, including 
those off-planet. Even now, aided by seedbanks and underground 
bunkers, small pockets of humans have never been better 
prepared to survive a severe environmental global catastrophe 
through decoupling from the biosphere. This paper explores 
the moral desirability of extensive technologically-separated 
civilisations and, if they are achieved, what our relationship might 
be to the remaining ecological environment.

The paper begins by exploring several visions of techno-
adaptation and their appeal before laying out the moral arguments 
in their favour. It then explores the ways that an extensive 

https://www.cser.ac.uk/news/paper-why-and-how-governments-should-monitor-ai-de/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/aligning-ai-regulation-sociotechnical-change/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/why-shouldnt-we-cut-human-biosphere-umbilical-cord/


Centre for the Study of Existential Risk November 2021

technologically mediated, or highly-separated relationship 
with the biosphere is inherently risky and is likely to endanger 
an independently functioning biosphere – which has its own 
intrinsic value. It concludes that humanity should preserve the 
independence of natural processes and achieving material 
decoupling cannot justify eroding or damaging the remaining 
biosphere. Thus, given a choice, cutting the human–biosphere 
‘umbilical cord’ is morally undesirable unless done in the service of 
reducing negative impacts on the biosphere.

“Special Section: Population and Ethics” in The Journal of 
Development Studies, 8 June 2021 by SJ Beard, Partha 
Dasgupta, Natalie Jones, Diana Coole, Elizabeth Cripps, Martin 
Kolk, Mark Budolfson, Dean Spears.

The papers in this section seek to break out of stale debates 
and false dichotomies in the field of population ethics by 
bringing together demographic and philosophical perspectives 
on population change and its relationship to global risk. In their 
introduction, Beard, Dasgupta, and Jones review the current state 
of these debates and the urgent need for new discourses to bring 
attention to the connections between population and global risk. 
Additional papers in this section are “The Toxification of Population 
Discourse. A Genealogical Study” by Diana Coole; “Population 
Ethics for an Imperfect World: Basic Justice, Reasonable 
Disagreement, and Unavoidable Value Judgements” by Elizabeth 
Cripps; “Government Transfers to Parents and Population Policy in 
a Global Perspective: An Economic Demographic Perspective” by 
Martin Kolk; and “Population Ethics and the Prospects for Fertility 
Policy as Climate Mitigation Policy” by Mark Budolfson and  
Dean Spears.

Reports
“Future Proof: the opportunity to transform the UK’s resilience to 
extreme risks” from the Centre for Long Term Resilience, 2 June 
2021 by Toby Ord, Angus Mercer, Sophie Dannreuther, Cassidy 
Nelson, Gregory Lewis, Piers Millett, Jess Whittlestone, Jade 
Leung, Markus Anderljung, Sam Hilton, Haydn Belfield.

While the scale of national tragedy is alive in our minds, the 
Government must seize this opportunity, and ensure we are much 
better prepared for the next extreme risk event that will devastate 
lives and economies on a global scale. The UK must become a 
global leader in ensuring long-term resilience to extreme risks, and 
keep pace with the significant steps the United States is taking in 
this area.

We do not know which extreme risk event will come next – it 
might be another pandemic, or it might be something completely 
different. But we do know what many of the most extreme risks 
are, and how best to prepare for them. This report offers a 
roadmap for how to do just that – it provides an insurance policy 
for Britain against the biggest threats we face.

In this report, leading experts set out the key extreme risks we 
face, analyse the UK’s current level of focus on each of them, 
and provide recommended actions for the Government to take 
over the next 12 months. Estimated costs of implementing these 
recommendations in the upcoming Comprehensive Spending 
Review are included in this report where possible, and further 
information is available on request. A great deal of progress can 
be made with Government investment in the tens of millions – an 
insignificant sum in the context of any Spending Review.

https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/special-section-population-and-ethics-journal-development-studies/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/future-proof/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/future-proof/
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“Pathways to Linking Science and Policy in the Field of Global Risk” 
a CSER report, 23 April 2021 by Clarissa Rios Rojas, Catherine 
Richards, Catherine Rhodes.

One of our current aims at CSER is to understand the norms, 
values and approaches that bridge global risk with policy 
engagement. More specifically, to strengthen our capabilities in 
translation and application of our research into practical policy 
recommendations and proposals. Therefore, we have developed 
this report to help guide and enhance the policy engagement 
efforts of researchers at CSER and other global risk research 
institutions. Based on insights from academic experience, in this 
report readers will find: insights into academic perspectives on 
policy engagement; definitions of terminology; study cases, topics 
in demand; institutions interested on global catastrophic risks; and 
skills, as well as a checklist and step-by-step guidance that may 
inspire and help researchers to lead research activities towards 
more impactful policy engagements.

“Feedback on the European Commission’s AI Act” 10 August 
2021, by Sam Clarke, Jess Whittlestone, Matthijs Maas, Haydn 
Belfield, José Hernández-Orallo, Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh.

On 21 April 2021, the European Commission published the 
EU AI Act and launched a public consultation. We welcome 
the European Commission’s proposed regulation to ensure 
trustworthy, safe and beneficial uses of AI. We are generally very 
supportive of the proposed regulation, and particularly the risk-
based approach, which recognises the varying levels of risk posed 
by AI systems in different contexts. We are optimistic that, as the 
first legal framework for AI worldwide, the proposed regulation 
can help set standards internationally for enabling the benefits and 
mitigating the risks of this powerful set of technologies. However, 
the impact this regulation has will depend on many specific details 
of implementation, and on how it can interact with other evolving 
parts of the AI governance ecosystem.

“Tapping the potential of NDCs and LT-LEDS to address fossil fuel 
production” a Stockholm Environment Institute working paper, June 
2021 by Natalie Jones, Miquel Muñoz Cabré, Georgia Piggot, 
Michael Lazarus.

The need for a managed transition away from fossil fuel 
production raises the question of whether and how countries 
are addressing this need in their national communications to the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). A 
previous 2019 analysis of the first round of nationally determined 
contributions (NDCs) and long-term, low-emissions development 
strategies (LT-LEDS) found that few countries discussed how 
they would address fossil fuel production as part of their climate 
mitigation activities. Here, we examine new and updated NDCs 
and LT-LEDS, finding a growing number of NDCs and LT-LEDS 
that address fossil fuel production as part of mitigation. For the 
first time, several countries incorporate policies and/or pathways 
for a managed decline of fossil fuel production. In contrast, many 
others foresee continued or expanded fossil fuel production, with 
no mention of efforts to prepare for a transition. Opportunities 
remain for countries to make better use of NDCs and LT-LEDS to 
align fossil fuel production with the Paris Agreement, including by 
more comprehensively reflecting on the equity implications of their 
plans, as well as addressing how countries plan to diversify their 
economies, ensure a just transition for workers, and cooperate 
internationally on a managed wind-down of fossil fuel supply. As 
COP26 approaches, this window of opportunity is still open, but it 
is rapidly closing.

https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/pathways-linking-science-and-policy-field-global-risk/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/feedback-european-regulation/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/tapping-potential-ndcs-and-lt-leds-address-fossil-fuel-production/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/tapping-potential-ndcs-and-lt-leds-address-fossil-fuel-production/
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“Why are food shortages not listed as a risk in the National Risk 
Register?” a CSER report, 5 August 2021 by Sam Hilton,  
Sahil Shah.

The UK government is reviewing how the National Security Risk 
Assessment (NSRA) works in order to learn the lessons from 
COVID-19. There are serious risks that could affect the UK that 
are not included in the 2020 National Risk Register (NRR). One 
such risk is food shortages – this briefing looks at why it is not 
mentioned. We suggest that it is not mentioned in the NRR 
because:

-  “Disruption to food supplies” is classified as a shared 
consequence of various risks in the NSRA rather than a risk in its 
own right.

-  The NSRA does not focus on exploring and capturing all risks, 
especially high-uncertainty and high-impact risks.

We discuss how this likely leads to the UK being underprepared 
for food shortages and potentially other risks.

https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/food-shortages-NRR/
https://www.cser.ac.uk/resources/food-shortages-NRR/
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