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lation of the rural landscape was starting to take place, based 

mostly on rural tourism, the promotion of outdoor activities 

and investments on the renovation of traditional properties. 

However, in several of these regions, these activities have 

been cut short because of the exponential expansion of fac-

tory farms in recent years (most of them facilities to fatten 

pigs and poultry). Although from the outside they are not 

necessarily visually aggressive to the landscape, the odour 

that emanates from those buildings and from the manure 

lagoons and crop fields sprayed with these residues not only 

poses  some serious environmental and biosafety challenges, 

but also frustrates any possibility of tourism development 

within a considerable range, and the repopulation of these 

areas by those who are not completely dependent on the 

farms. The opportunity for the diversification and expansion 

of the economic activity in the region that would come with 

tourists and more residents, and which would provide an 

alternative way of living to many, is also missed.
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But long-term economic dynamics and social theory are not 

enough to revert this situation and make local farmers even 

think of changing their business model. Although the profit 

margins of the activity are meagre for those in the far end 

of the production chain (often contracted by larger compa-

nies to raise and fatten the animals) these farmers don’t see 

much alternative other than being part of the cheap meat 

production engines that are fueled by a demand for animal 

products still on the rise. Solutions for situations like the 

one described above - or more dramatic ones, as those lived 

by hunters of bushmeat in very poor corners of the world - 

must be thoroughly considered, and alternatives presented 

to make those citizens willing and pleased partners in the 

transition. Technical and financial counselling for the con-

version of their facilities into different production plants, 

and for the exploitation of the touristic potential of rural 

areas (that will gain track when animal production plants 

are converted) would be much needed.

A More Resilient World 
In many nations, the greatest difficulty experienced during 

the 2019 coronavirus pandemic was brought about by the 

impact it had on unprepared health systems, incapable of 

meeting the demand of beds, healthcare workers and ven-

tilators needed to absorb the sudden influx of inpatients in 

need of more intensive care. This should not have happened: 

Figure. Landscapes like this, in southern Europe, have come to be dominated by intensive animal 
rearing facilities, frustrating the development of the tourism sector due to the strong stench 
that emanates from the waste of a large number of confined animals (Photo: Cynthia Schuck)
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in addition to focusing on the difficult task of forecasting 

which new diseases will emerge, their spread rate and 

severity, societies must also use simulation tools to exert 

imaginary stress on its many systems to a range of pos-

sible or plausible unpredictable threats, identifying which 

components are most fragile and which measures most 

effective to make them resilient 133. With a few exceptions 
134, this approach has been neglected . Had this exercise 

been performed more frequently, it would have become 

clear that any outbreak of respiratory disease - caused by 

coronavirus, influenza or any other respiratory pathogen - 

would stretch the capacity of health care systems to absorb 

critically ill patients beyond their current limits. 

As we discussed through these pages, one of our biggest 

fragilities -one which makes us incredibly vulnerable to 

catastrophic events of biological nature- lies in our food 

production systems. Promoting and facilitating a transi-

tion towards globally safer food sources shall prove to be a 

worthwhile investment on the health and lives of this and 

future generations.
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Global timing of influenza circulation by latitude (Alonso et al 2015, Scientific Reports 5: 17214)

https://www.nature.com/articles/srep17214
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This short book was written in late March 2020, during 

the coronavirus pandemic that has shaken humanity 

out of its routine. As we write these lines, we join 

billions of people in the hope that the losses brought 

about by this crisis in the coming weeks, and months, 

be as low as possible.

This book also addresses this pandemic, but it does 

not contain formulas or advice on how to overcome 

it. What we do, in the following pages, is to take the 

opportunity to foster a discussion on how to reduce the 

chances of this type of catastrophe occurring again in 

the future, and how each of us can play an active role 

in this regard.

The good news is that - as the reader will see - even 

when discussing the threats posed by emerging pan-

demics, epidemics, and infectious disease outbreaks, 

there is reason to be hopeful and optimistic. Fortu-

nately, reducing many of the risks posed by new pa-

thogens and other global health challenges depends 

on human action. And humanity has already proven 

to be ingenious enough to successfully overcome even 

more difficult challenges when we rise to the occasion.   

We hope you enjoy the book,
 

Cynthia e Wladimir


