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Is Engineering and Technology Essential for Future Development?
by Thomas Dean
The classical Greek philosopher Plato said “necessity is the mother of invention”. This quote still rings true today, at the dawn of the twenty first century. As we enter an age of uncertainty with the threat of climate change, exhaustion of natural resources and economic insecurity, engineering ingenuity and practise is perhaps more vital than at any other point in history.
Between 1798 and 1826 the British scholar Thomas Malthus published six papers entitled ‘Principles of Population’ containing his theories concerning population dynamics. He observed that ‘checks’ such as famine, disease and war would ensure the population would remain at a sustainable level.
However in 1965 Danish economist Ester Boserup proposed the idea that agricultural methods depend on population size. As the population grows, new techniques are found to cater to the increased need, embracing the premise that “necessity is the mother of invention”.

Now in 2010 with a global population of around 6.9 billion people, according to the United Nations Survey in 2009, advanced farming technique are capable of a far greater yield per acre than has previously been thought possible. Progressions in genetics have increased the resilience of crops to harsh climatic conditions and disease, enabling them to be grown in previously desolate environments; suggesting that Boserup was correct in her assumptions.
However evidence that supports the Malthusian school of thought still exists. Although enough food is produced every year to feed the entire planet, people are still dying from famine. Grain mountains build up in European silos in order to keep the open market price high, whilst 792 million suffer from a chronic food deficit (Food & Agriculture Organisation, 2000). 
Although genetically modified crops have been engineered to grow in arid and adverse conditions, benefitting areas of drought and malnourishment, they have also been altered so that they do not produce any seeds. Although originally researched for more convenient consumption of certain fruits, this trait also means that farmers are dependent on purchasing more seeds from the supplier after each crop.

Basic medical care taken for granted in more economically developed countries is an unavailable luxury for 270million children in the developing world.

So it could be argued that new technology is not necessarily what is required for future development. Methods for sustainable energy production, clean water and plentiful food supplies are no longer visions of the future, but readily available right now. It is more the improved distribution and implementation of these existing technologies which is the key issue.

It would be shorted sighted and naive to suggest that technological advance should plateau at its current state. The more progress that is made to improve current methods for energy production and resource management, the greater the benefit will be to humanity. However efforts should be made to focus innovative efforts away from commercial novelties and focus placed on solving the life changing challenges that face humankind.

Any engineer would tell you that a system where the majority of the power is consumed by the minority of components is grossly inefficient, and needs improving. Yet this is exactly the situation our world is in. According to the ‘World Development Indicators 2008’, published by the World Bank, the richest 10% of the global population consume 59% of the world’s energy, where as conversely the poorest 10% only consume 0.5% of the world’s energy.
Advances have been made to try and restructure this imbalance to ensure the spread of basic amenities, such as reliable electricity, water and sanitation, across developing countries by many nongovernment organisations. But it is very apparent that there are numerous economic factors intricately entwined with the development and implementation of beneficial new technology.
Therefore I propose that the question should not be “if engineering and technology is essential for future development?” but instead “how will we use engineering and technology for future development?”

The technology required to sustain the population, and the planet, in the future already exists today. It is the challenge of engineers to ensure that it is accessible to all and applied efficiently, providing the greatest effect and benefit to civilisation.
In the future we will need to look at engineering for a different economy in order for the human race to advance and flourish. Not an economy based on financial wealth and personal gain, but an economy of grace and compassion. An economy based on the priceless value of life itself.
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