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Imagine: years of hardships, in vain
(Oct. 13th, 2007)

Every journey starts with the first step. 
Imagine; in the outback, you suddenly come across a useless railway of over 1200 kilometres. Or a canal of 33 km. Neither ever met the constructors’ expectations. Two examples of societies that invested years of hardships and money in a major infrastructure, yet discovering it was superfluous as the Great Work was done. Those are things to be learnt from: future proof policy is a new criterion to warrant hardships and investments.  
Summer Holiday is for many a period to do some travelling in the outback. It turns out that the wildest things can be found. For instance, the unimaginable situation of a useless large scale infrastructure that took years of hardships and lots of money and resources to build. Not just ‘the bridge in a meadow in the middle of nowhere’; every country has a few of them. No, an entire national railway track covering nearly thirteen hundred kilometres. This was documented at the Inland Railway Museum in the town of Sorsele in Sweden. The topic: the well known famous Inlandsbanan. 
	From the Museum’s Documentation*):

“A hundred years ago, the Swedish government thought that (HS: the province of) Norrland held the future in its hands. It was a kind of America within the national borders of Sweden…. Work started in 1907…it took all of thirty years before Gustaf Adolf, Sweden’s crown prince at the time, could consecrate the railway….at August 6th, 1937.. It was finally possible to travel all the way from Kristinehamn to Gällivare in the north, a distance of 1289 km.”
But, “what happened to the dream of a flourishing inland in Norrland…? Well, the railroad was built during the era when the automobile was already winning inroads…. The railway never became the driving force everyone had hoped for.”

“Today the Inland Railway is run by IBAB, a company created by 15 municipalities along this railroad. The backbone of this organisation is freight transportation, but tourist travel during summer months is also important to keep the railroad going.”
Visit at the end of July, 2007; Sorsele (Sweden)


A similar thing can be found in the Netherlands; a 33 Km long canal between the Dutch city of Almelo and the German Nordhorn. The decision to build the canal dated back to a treaty of 1876; both countries had high expectations of this international connection. However, as the canal was opened ten years later in 1886, the ships already had become to big for its shallow waters. 

There are many other localised weak signs and lessons about the future. As a picture tells more than a thousand words, there is for example a picture of a dead forest of 5,600 Km2 because a beetle destroyed the bark of the trees; subsequently the trees died. *) Such at picture was found in the book An Inconvenient Truth (Al Gore, 2007) while travelling through the Scandinavian outback. The middle part of Scandinavia has similar scenery: endless forests like the ones in Alaska and British-Columbia. Thus on holiday, memories went back to the theoretical debates with Horizon Scan colleagues about useless infra structures and infectious diseases among plants, animals, human and zoonosis (infectious diseases crossing barriers between species; for instance between animals and humans). 
Experts are moderate in their expectations about real world wide and devastating outbreaks; lets hope they are right. Luckily, even 6000 Km2 is a local phenomenon from a global perspective. As are the regular outbreaks of infectious diseases on plants, animals, livestock and humans; like Bird Flu, Ebola, Tuberculosis, Cholera, (deadly) Dengue Fever, Blue Tongue, Mad Cow Disease, Cerebrospinal Fluid (CSF) in pigs or even the Nile Virus as the carrier mosquito colonised the entire USA within four years. Going through the headlines of specialised internet sites, a “pretty” list can easily be revealed; contrary to a “pretty” list of mistaken large infra structures of the types mentioned above.
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	Formerly usefull infrastructures.

Left: a harbour in the South of Sweden. 
Right:

Just outside Cornjum (in the Province of Friesland, Netherlands)

Photography: COS.


The big challenge is: are we ready to deal with any of these events, their consequences and to learn from our mistakes? Reality catching up infrastructural plans might be seen more often as developments evolve more quickly than “they used to do”. So far infectious threats were more or less adequately dealt with.
But what if, in the future, parties involved fail. What if each generation of knowledge workers, has to learn by their own mistakes? What if politics and science can not harness such events? The matter is urgent. Each decennium, that ‘bridge in the middle of nowhere’ costs more tax payer’s money. In a globalised world, diseases can spread more rapidly too!

How will people cope individually; you and me? Do they (or we) stand a chance? How can we see to it that we –or our grand children–  do? Interesting questions.…..
	*) 

Sources:

· Inland Railway 

· http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inlandsbanan
· http://user.tninet.se/~idz020p/inlandsbanan.htm
· Canal Almelo-Nordhorn (in Dutch): 

· http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanaal_Almelo-Nordhorn 
· http://www.kanoleut.nl/Kanaal%20Almelo-Nordhorn,%20waard%20om%20te%20ontdekken%20(per%20kano).pdf  According to this document, the Dutch part was ready in 1889 and the German part in 1904.
· Infectious diseases:

· Dead forest; in the Dutch edition of Gore’s An Inconvenient Ttruth;that is Een ongemakkelijke waarheid, het gevaar van het broeikaseffect en wat we eraan kunnen doen, Al Gore, 5e druk maart, 2007 ISBN 10:90 290 7867 7 (325 p). The picture of the dead forest is to be found at pages 156 and 157 in this Dutch edition.

· The map upon the spread of the Nile Virus in the USA –within four years-  is shown at page 175 of the Dutch edition of Gore’s Inconverniet truth. 
· Ebola in Congo11/9/2007; http://www.nu.nl/news/1230910/25/rss/Virusuitbraak_in_Congo_is_ebola.html 
· Cholera in Iraq http://www.who.int/csr/don/2007_09_10a/en/index.html 
· MRSA MRSA-epidemie in Eindhovens verpleeghuis   (20/8/2007), zie ook http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/MRSA 

	Horizon Scan (www.horizonscan.nl ) is a COS project (http://www.cos-toekomstverkenningen.nl).
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