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Welcome
to age of
human

influence

SHEREE BEGA

CHICKEN bones stacked in
landfills, ubilguitous micro-
plastic, erosion, widespread
fertiliser use, ash from the
burning of fossil fuels, radio-
active particles from nuclear
waste and the effects of untold-
Ing climate change.

When our descendants
study fossilised records bur-
led 1In rocks and i1n soil, this
1s likely to be the evidence
signalling the dawn of the age
In which humanity dominated
the Earth.

This week, members of
the Anthropocene working
ocroup announced at the 35th
International Geological Con-
oress In Cape Town that the
beginning of a new epoch, or
geological era — the Anthropo-
cene — should provisionally he
declared because man-made
Influences on the “state, dy-
namics and future of the Earth
system” are as significant as
events that occurred nearly
12 000 years ago, at the conclu-
sion of the last Ice Age.

Dr Matthys Dippenaar, a
geologist with the department
of geology at the University of
Pretoria, sald the announce-
ment was “exciting and we
are privileged it happened In
South Africa”.

He and his colleague, Louis
van Rooy, said the geological
time-scale was subdivided ac-
cording to major climatic (ice
ages), evolutionary (the Cam-
brian explosion of biodivers-
1ty) or deposition environ-
ments shaping the planet and
1ts biodiversity, as well as ma-
Jjor extinction events, such as
that which formed the bound-
ary between the Permian and
Triassic periods.

“To announce the Anthropo-
cene as an epoch dating from
the 1950s 1mplies geologists
have decided we have indefin-
itely entered a new (period)
In the geological time-scale,”
they said.

“Man’s impact 18 now con-
sidered one that will be re-
flected in the geological record
of rocks and soils in the geo-
logical future. The Anthropo-
cene can be characterised by
changes 1n how sediments are
deposited and how we disrupt
the Earth’s subsurface, and by
the chemical nature of these
deposits.

“The term does not 1imply
adverse iImpacts induced on the
planet, but rather the indistin-
oulishable reflection of man’s
Influence on the changing geo-
logical processes shaping the
planet.”

The relevance of this is that
1t provides a new chronostrati-
oraphic or time-based sequen-
cing and classification of earth
materials, the basis for placing
the Influence of humankind
Into the context of the shaping
of the planet, “not necessarily
now, but in the short geological
or long-term anthropological
future”, the geologists say.

“Our deep excavations,
our man-made construction
materials, our use of nuclear
energy and our carbon 1oot-
print are now part of how
the future’s rocks are belng
tormed.”

The term “Anthropocene”
was colned 1In 2000 to “denote
the present time, 1n which geo-
logically significant conditions
and processes are protfoundly
altered by human activities”.

The effects, the working
ocroup note, include perturba-
tions of the cycles of elements,
such as carbon, nitrogen, phos-
phorus and various metals.

These perturbations lead to
climate change, ocean acidifl-
cation and spreading oceanic
“dead zones”.
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