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Over the next half century, the human population, divided by culture and economics and armed with weapons of mass destruction, will expand to nearly 9 billion people. Abrupt climate change may throw the global system into chaos; China will emerge as a superpower; and Islamic terrorism and insurgency will be a persistent threat. How can we understand these and other global challenges? Join us for an evening of lively discussion with one of America’s most celebrated and respected geographic scholars. Dr. Harm de Blij will examine how geography's perspectives yield unique insights into the interconnections that mark our shrinking world, and how America’s geographic illiteracy poses a direct risk to our national security. 

Harm de Blij is Distinguished Professor of Geography at Michigan State University. He is an honorary life member of the National Geographic Society and for seven years was the Geography Editor on ABC's "Good Morning America."

EVENT REVIEW
By Emily Gische, WACDC Intern 

Dr. Harm de Blij, geographer, author, professor, and television personality, spoke on August 23, 2005 at the International Monetary Fund about his newest book, < Global and China, of Rise the Change, Climate America: Facing Challenges Matters—Three Geography>. 

Dr. de Blij began his talk by citing the lack of geographic knowledge in the U.S. despite its importance in global decision-making. Geography is not taught in most elite universities, and many American public leaders do not have a sufficient handle on the world's layout—to delineate his point, Dr. de Blij relayed an anecdote about a misunderstanding in a former presidential administration that confused Mauritius and Mauritania—two very different countries. Dr. de Blij explained that geography is more than merely places and names, more than knowing where countries are. He proclaims that there is a “geographic perspective to every human action” and that geographers must use the map as their biggest ally in order to view the world spatially. 

Dr. de Blij tackled the first of three issues from his book, climate change, by detailing the enormous impact climate change has had on geography, namely by forming land masses. He argued that the global warming debate has focused thus far only on the current and future, but has not looked at it from a historical perspective. His argument was accompanied by a visual of the fluctuations in temperature that have occurred throughout the earth's 4.6 billion year history. Dr. De Blij described a previous warm period similar to the one we are currently in called the Eemian Era—one that actually was hotter than our conditions today. He predicted that there is a very good chance we will reach those high Eemian temperatures, regardless of our atmospheric pollution. He further extrapolated that we are due for a precipitous retreat into a cold period which he cautioned would be much harder than the warm world we now know. 

Dr. de Blij then shifted into a discussion of how geography can impact a country's global position. For example, he argued that the rest of the world owes Africa help because of certain geographic tragedies that the continent has experienced, out of its control. He cites that Africa has never had an abundance of animals that could be domesticated, unlike other geographic areas, which then put Africa at a disadvantage for agricultural livestock and farming. Furthermore, the Sahara Desert used to be Savannah country but dried up, figuratively and literally splitting Africa into a northern Africa much more in touch with the rest of civilization, and a more isolated and deprived sub-Saharan Africa. Dr. de Blij also added that every major geographic area is led by predominant country or belief system—for example, the U.S. in North America or Buddhism in South Asia—except for sub-Saharan Africa. This leads de Blij to believe that helping Africa will have favorable political ramifications for everyone involved. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, de Blij asserted that China is next to replace the U.S. as the world's superpower, and that the U.S. will always be in contest with China. He illustrated the asymmetry of knowledge in the two countries by describing a trip he took to a Chinese school in which 200 students who spoke English attended a talk he gave and were well-versed in U.S. affairs—if such a trip were made by a Chinese geographer to the U.S., it would be doubtful that 200 American students well-versed in Chinese and Chinese affairs could be gathered. The nationalism being fueled in China should be of concern, de Blij stated, and the potential for misunderstanding with China is far greater than that during the Cold War. He recommended that students learning more about geography, especially of Asia, could help to mitigate this—miscalculations involving geographic illiteracy can be one of the biggest threats to national security, as many leaders are not even able to recall the bordering countries of a U.S. war zone. Progress to improve this state is incremental and slow, but is improving nonetheless. 

An enthusiastic question and answer period follow Dr. de Blij's talk. Responding to a further inquiry into his climate change expertise, De Blij explained that climate change is part of the planet—it has happened and will continue. We should be working to abate climate change, and in his opinion the U.S. should have participated in the Kyoto Protocol in order to try and lead the world in reducing technological emissions. 

After being prompted to address the global terrorism aspect of his newest publication, de Blij launched into an interesting exploration of terrorism and urban geography. He described a trip to Paris in which he crossed a street and suddenly was immersed in a completely Islamic part of town, with no tangible presence of France whatsoever, as if in a new and different country. This self-segregation of urban Muslims occurs in other European cities as well, and de Blij contends that this is problematic in that it leads to higher terrorist recruitment—although Muslim neighborhoods do not necessarily equal terrorism, a segregated and isolated community can often lead to hostility against the host country. De Blij commended America for its diversity and integration, and that these characteristics have lessened the likelihood of this insider terrorism. de Blij ended his global terrorism discussion with the dismal forecast that American will be the subject of a terrorist attack again, but the main focus should be on how we prepare for it and how we prevent massive hysteria afterwards. 

Dr. de Blij concluded the event by relaying his personal experience—from Nazi occupation in his home country of the Netherlands to apartheid in South Africa during his post-graduate studies, to his time in America from civil rights to the dark patches of Vietnam and now Iraq. However, he ended on an optimistic note, stating that eventually we can look back on the U.S. as a superpower that was democratic, multi-cultural, and interactive—a “golden age” of sorts—and that the U.S. currently has great hope ahead. 

SPEAKER BIOGRAPHY
HARM J. DE BLIJ 

Author, professor and television personality Harm de Blij (pronounced duh Blay) for seven years was the popular Geography Editor on ABC's "Good Morning America". In 1996 he joined NBC News as Geography Analyst, appearing mostly on MSNBC. His series "The Power of Place" continues to air on PBS stations. 

Born in the Netherlands, de Blij has a unique range of educational experiences. He received his early schooling in Europe (part of it during the Second World War as recounted in his memoir Wartime Encounter), his college education in Africa, and his higher degrees (Ph.D., Northwestern) in the United States. His scholarly work has been recognized through honorary degrees awarded by Marshall University, Rhode Island College, Grand Valley State University, North Carolina State University, and Michigan State University. 

Dr. de Blij has published more than 30 books including scientific, educational, and trade titles, and over 100 articles. His textbook Geography: Realms, Regions and Concepts (Wiley) has exceeded 1 million copies in 11 editions since 1970. Another book, Wine: a Geographic Appreciation (Rowman & Allanheld) was a bestseller during the 1980s and was awarded a medal by the French wine organization, OIV, in Paris. His books have been translated into several foreign languages. 

He specializes in geopolitical and environmental issues, and has held named chairs at Georgetown University, Marshall University, and the Colorado School of Mines. Dr. de Blij currently is Distinguished Professor of Geography at Michigan State University, where he also taught throughout the decade of the 1960s. In the interim, he chaired the Geography Department at the University of Miami and served as editor at the National Geographic Society. His advocacy of Geography in the media and on the public lecture circuit has taken him to virtually all corners of the United States; his work in research, teaching, and television has spanned the globe. In 1994 National Geographic Society President Gilbert Grosvenor appointed Dr. de Blij an Honorary Life Member of the Society. 

He is an avid wine collector, a lifelong soccer (Holland) and baseball (Cubs) fan, and an amateur violinist who continues to play chamber music whenever the opportunity arises. His daughter Tanya is a Website designer and his son James works for Discovery. Harm de Blij and his wife, Bonnie, maintain homes and offices in Chatham, Massachusetts and Boca Grande, Florida.

