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The SETI Project has been running, in one form or
another, for about 30 years. While it would be
optimistic to predict that it would have been
successful in those 30 years (it hasn't, by the way),
having looked at thousands of different stars,
supporters of SETI argue that there are still billions
of other stars we can examine, and at much greater
detail than we have done so already.

Yet there are some who believe we may never
contact other alien civilizations - not because they
don't believe that life can form on other stars, but
because they believe in a 'life islands' theory.

This theory states that life is scattered throughout
the universe both physically and through time.
Every few million years, on a distant planet,
advanced civilized life will evolve and grow to the
capacity that it can send out radio signals to other
planets. But a few thousand years after that, that
life abruptly disappears and dies away, its radio
transmissions going silent. This repeated
innumerable times across the universe, but no two
advanced civilizations ever develop close enough to
each other, and at the same time, for there to be
any communication between them.

The main question here is why would life abruptly
disappear after a few thousand years? What causes
the civilization to collapse? Physicist Michio Kaku
postulated on a number of the reasons that might
cause this to happen.

Summary

Civilized War

With all the warnings of Mutual Assured
Destruction and the dangers of the BNC classes
of mass-destruction weapons, it is a wonder that
we have not blown ourselves up yet. Warfare
could be the primary cause of the collapse of
civilizations with the ability to conduct interstellar
communication.

Ecological Disasters

Currently, the in vogue topic of how civilized life
on Earth might wipe itself out is by altering the
ecological balance of the planet.

The Big Freeze

They occur roughly every hundred thousand years
and are completely unstoppable - ice ages. When
will the next ice age come, what will it do and can
a civilization possibly survive one?

Deep Armageddon-like Impact!

You have probably seen disastrous predictions of
how all civilization on Earth could be wiped out by
one stray asteroid impact. But exactly how likely
is this to happen, and would it be completely
fatal?
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Civilized War

As soon as any civilization discovers the existence
of Element 92, known to us as uranium, they will
notice its strangely anomalous properties. Element
92 can sustain a nuclear fission reaction by giving
up part of the energy it holds in its nucleus; no
other naturally occurring element can do this. When
a civilization realises this, as we did, they'll also
begin to see some potential applications for
Element 92 - it could be used as a immense source
of power for electricity... or it could be used as the
ultimate weapon.

There are still close to
50,000 nuclear weapons
In the world

However, what's different about this weapon? In our
past, we've discovered gunpowder, rocketry and
TNT - but they've never threatened all life on Earth
as we know it. This is because all weapons in the
past have never had the capacity to act on such a
global scale, where as weapons based on Element
92 - nuclear weapons - can quite easily cause a
'nuclear winter' by throwing up enough dust into the
atmosphere to prevent light from the sun reaching
us. There are still close to 50,000 nuclear weapons
in the world. More than enough to finish off the
entire human race.

That would be bad enough, if it weren't for the
unfortunate time that Element 92's properties were
discovered. The world we live in now is hardly the
most peaceful (although we have made great
progress). However, it would not take much for a
'crazed dictator' to throw a switch and launch a
nuclear arsenal large enough to spark off a new
World War. Humanity's chances of survival would
not be particularly good during this war. And as

'rogue states' such as North Korea and the middle
eastern countries are nearing development of
home-grown nuclear weapons, the situation may
grow more perilous.

It would be impossible to
destroy all life on Earth -
but quite easy to destroy

all civilization

Nuclear weapons only fall under one of three highly
dangerous weapons categories. Named the 'BNC'
group, standing for Biological, Nuclear and
Chemical weapons, each type of weapon has the
potential of decimating the human race. Biological
weapons such as Anthrax are so potent that a cup-
full could kill the entire population of several cities.
Chemical weapons have the potential to destabilise
entire ecosystems by poisoning the water supplies.
And we've already discussed nuclear weapons.

Note that we only talk about the human race being
destroyed - even if all-out, no-holds-barred war
were to break out with the BNC weapons used to
their full potential, there is absolutely no chance
that we could kill off all life on Earth. Apart from the
popular belief that cockroaches would survive a
nuclear war, so would radiation-hardened bacteria
and other microscopic organisms that live
underground, underwater or in the polar ice caps.
However, the issue at stake here is the existence of
advanced civilization capable of interstellar
communication, and the point is that it is all too
easy for such a civilization to commit suicide
through war once it has been 'civilized' enough to
develop these advanced war technologies.
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Ecological Disasters

If an advanced civilization has successfully avoided
killing itself through war, it isn't in the clear yet.
During the development of advanced civilizations,
there are a number of necessary evils that take
place. We have exploited huge deposits of fossil
fuels to power our civilization - hardly surprising
since they're both readily available and they
produce a great deal of energy when burned.
Unfortunately, burning fossil fuels has the well-
known side effect of releasing carbon dioxide into

the atmosphere, resulting in the Greenhouse Effect.

The greenhouse effect
could result in the flooding
of every coastal city in the
world

It is not yet known what the full extent of the
Greenhouse Effect is - it may turn out to be very
minor, or we may end up warming up Earth by
several degrees Celsius, melting the polar ice caps
and flooding every single coastal city on the globe.
It cannot be doubted, though, that the
overexploitation of fossil-fuels can lead to a major
ecological disaster, perhaps major enough to cause
the collapse of civilization.

And of course, there is the problem of the Ozone
layer. Producing of chlorofluorocarbons, or CFCs,
have significantly eroded the Ozone layer at
Antarctica. The Ozone layer is essentially a layer in
the atmosphere composed of ozone molecules, O3.
These molecules help to deflect harmful ultraviolet
radiation from the sun away from Earth - this UV
radiation would be extremely harmful to humanity.

Enough to cause its collapse? That's not particularly

something the human race wants to find out.

Ecological Disasters

For the last 2.3 billion years there have periodically
been periods during which the Earth's surface has
been covered by ice. These glacial periods (more
commonly known as ice ages) have occurred
between 15 to 22 times in the last 2 million years
and adhere to a schedule called the Milankovitch
Cycle. According to the Milankovitch Cycle, ice
ages are largely dependent on variations in the
Earth's orbit and inclination with respect to the Sun.
These variations can cause semi-regular ice ages of
differing intensities.

If an ice age were to begin within the next hundred
years (as some scientists believe may happen), and
it was particularly severe, if our civilization wanted
to survive we would either have to find a way to
stop the ice age (possibly through deliberate global
warming via the Greenhouse Effect) or we would
have to leave the Earth and move up into orbit or
Mars.

If an ice age occurred, we'd
either have to melt it or
leave Earth



http://library.thinkquest.org/C003763/index.php?page=concepts02

Ecological Disasters

The possibility of a civilization-destroying impact
has been well publicised by two major movies.
While these movies may be found a little wanting on
actual scientific details, the fact remains that an
asteroid impact poses an extremely high risk of
wiping out civilization.

There may not be much need to panic though.
According to recent studies by NASA, asteroid
impacts that affect Earth as a whole only occur
once every 100,000 years, and impacts that are on
the magnitude at the K/T event that wiped out the
dinosaurs 65 million years ago only occur once
every 100 million years - not very often (reference:
Nature 403, Rabinowitz et al.). In any case, it is
entirely possible that we could deflect the course of
an asteroid heading for Earth provided we
intercepted it early enough.
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