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Dear Reader,

The next fifty years of scientific and technological progress will bring many benefits – factories that output their own weight in product in hours, computers with more computing power than the human brain, and extensive genetic engineering, probably even of humans.  We will gain cheap access to space, create synthetic life forms, and expand our lifespans by decades, if not centuries.

But advances inevitably come with risks.  Improved technology is a double-edged sword.  When governments can use new technology to make more powerful weapons, they do so.  Plans are already on the table for many new tools of war, including autonomous robotics, and nuclear, solar, and kinetic weapons.  Over $1 trillion – 1.6% of the global GDP – goes towards the world’s militaries.  The United States spends almost 4% of its GDP.
As the countries of the world have repeatedly demonstrated for centuries, armies are not just for show – they exist to be used, and they are used regularly.  100 million people died in the wars of the 20th century, the vast majority through conventional weaponry like explosives.  If the wars of the 21st century are fought with weapons of mass destruction, it could be billions – not millions – which are killed.  In fact, the survival of the entire human race could be put at risk.

New technology is increasingly allowing small groups to engage in acts which are significantly destructive.  Some technologies, such as nanotechnology, AI, and genetic engineering, will start to represent serious threats to the human species, even during peacetime.  The technological feasibility of ever-greater weapons of mass destruction will motivate countries to acquire them, simply not to be left behind.  This could lead to arms races of disastrous proportions.

If there truly is a significant risk of human extinction over the next few decades, we should ask ourselves what actions could be taken to reduce the risk.  There are two general solutions – 1) try to deal directly with the risks here on earth, or 2) create colonies in space so our species can be more distributed.  The Lifeboat Foundation was created to pursue both strategies, by bringing together people who care about these issues.

Fortunately, much of the technology underlying the more severe risks has not yet been developed, so we have time to prepare for their arrival.  If we are unprepared, these risks could be fatal.  But if we carefully examine the possibilities ahead of time, and try to influence research and policy in directions favorable to safety, we just may be able to avoid negative outcomes.

If the human race makes it past the next few decades in one piece, we could be in for a future beyond our wildest expectations.  We are fortunate to be alive during such an amazing time.  But the risks are great.  If we ignore them and fail to take action, we are neglecting our generation’s responsibility to keep the world intact for future people to enjoy.

Get involved!  Join the Lifeboat Foundation as a member, and cooperate with like minds to do what we can to lower the probability of existential risk.

Kind regards,
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