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Literature comes in many féngths
speaking, novels have shrunk since

eir Victorian
yday, when there were fewer lelsuke activities

Fiction vending machines
deserve more thanjusta
minute of our attention

Can fiction mini; disp d through slots

lure away from their pt apps
and social media feeds into the imaginary worlds
created by authors including Virginia Woolf and
Anthony Horowitz? We are about to find out. The
French company Short Edition, which already has
short-story vending machines in France, Hong Kong
and the US, arrives in the UK this week, unveiling

its first three terminals in London. Henceforth,
travellers through Canary Wharf will have the option
of forsaking news, emml Football Manager 2019

and every other temp their handheld device
can offer in favour of a story on a scroll of paper,
printed on demand for free.

It’s amodern twist on the idea of a free bookstall
or swap scheme, already familiar to rail travellers
across the UK. The cost is borne by businesses, which
are encouraged to install the machines as a way of
improving customer experiences and preventing
people from getting cross or bored. The novelty lies in the

dispenser, but also the brevity and portability of the reads

on offer, which range from one minute to half an hour,
and can also be viewed online. (Mr Horowitz has been
commissioned to pen a 60-second whodunnit for the
launch.) They demand far less time and energy than
abook - inmany cases, less effort toread eventhan a
chapter - and will take up next to no space in abag.

on offer to fewer people. Iti: isnot original to suggest
that our age of on]me sing, instant

and heigh d competiti on for ionis
somehow better suited to the short story or novella.
And they have had their moments: in 2017, Kristen
Roupeman 'S story Cat Person about power and sex

inad hip, went viral and
became the most-read piece of online fiction ever
published by the New Yorker.

But such sensations remain the exception to an
unforgiving rule. Research by Arts Council England
has shown that, while the publishing sector remains
in decent health overall, fiction sales have collapsed.
Far fewer authors are able to make a living from
writing, even if this is not obvious to readers because
many good books continue to come out.

In the UK, and despite the best efforts of their
many supporters, short stories have always been
the less-favoured siblings of the fiction family.

Their status in the US is higher, in part because of
the slots they have long commanded in prestigious
magazines; perhaps, too, because of the source
matenal they provide for the film industry

in and M for
started hfe as short stories).

But whether long or short, fiction can offer a respite
from the chaos and rancour of the present. This can
feel like butisnot ily. As well as
shutting the world out, stories can be a different way
ofletting it in. If vending machines can help to prise
open, even for brief some windows on to
other worlds, and stimulate people’s curiosity and
interest in different lives, times and experiences, they
will be providing a valuable public service.
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The natural world can help
save us from climate chaos
George Monbiot

Continued from fron

n protecting and restoring natural forests
” and allowing native trees to repopulate
deforested land. The greatest drawdown
potential per hectare (though the total area is smaller)
is the restoration of coastal habitats such as mangroves,
salt marsh and seagrass beds. They stash carbon 40
times faster than tropical forests can. Peaty soils are also
vital carbon stores. They are currently being oxidised
by deforestation, drainage, drying, burning, farming
and mining for g,ardenmg and fuel. Restoring peat,
by blocking d and natural
vegetation to recover, can suck back much of what has
been lost.

hese are the best-studied natural
climate solutions. They could help to
solve two existential problems at once:
climate breakdown and ecological
kd Their likely c ibution
is enormous - bigger than almost
anyone guessed a few yearsago - and
other possibilities have scarcely been
explored. For example, we currently have little idea
of what the impact of industrial fishing may be on the
seabed’s vast carbon store. By disturbing the sediments
and lifting the carbon they contain into the water
column, trawlers and dredgers are likely to expose it
to oxygen, turning it into carbon dioxide. One study
suggests that repeated trawling in the north-west
Mediterranean has caused a reduction in carbon storage
in the top 10 centimetres of sediments of up to 52%.
Given the vast area trawled (most of the seabed on the
world’s continental shelves), the climate impact could
be enormous. Closing large parts of the seas to trawling
could turn out to be a crucial climate strategy.

Scientists have only begun to explore how the
recovery of certain animal populations could radically
change the carbon balance. For instance, forest
elephants and rhinos in Africa and Asia and tapirs m
Brazil are natural iningand
their habitats as they swallow the seeds of trees and
spread them, sometimes across many miles, in their
dung. White rhinos can play a major role in preventing
runaway wildfires in African savannahs: their grazing
prevents dry grass building up. If wolves were allowed
to reach their natural populations in North America,
one paper suggests, their suppression of herbivore
populations would stop as much carbon being released
every yearas zhat produced by 30-70 million cars.
Healthy of predatory crabs and fish protect
the carbon in salt marshes, as they prevent herbivorous
crabs and snails wiping out the plants that hold the
marshes together.

What I love about natural climate solutions is that
we should be doing all these things anyway. Instead
of making painful choices and deploying miserable
means to a desirable end, we can defend ourselves from
disaster by enhancing our world of wonders. However,
nothing should be done without the involvement and
consent of local communities. Nor should damaging
projects, such as monocultural plantations, be passed
offas natural climate solutions. As a paper published
this week in Nature shows, several governments are
attempting this deception.

‘Today, a small group of us is launching a campaign
for natural climate solutions to receive the commitment
and funding they deserve. At the moment, though their
potential is huge, they have been marginalised in favour
of projects that may be worse than useless, but which
arep ble for ¢ ions. Gover discuss
the climate crisis and the ecological crisis in separate
meetings when both disasters could be addressed
together. We have set up a dedicated website, produced
an animation and written a letter to governments and

bodies signed by
scientists and artists.

We don’t want natural climate solutions to be
used as a substitute for the rapid and comprehensive
decarbonisation of our ies. The science tells us
both are needed. But what this thrilling field of study
shows is that protecting and rewilding the world’s living
systems is not just an aesthetically pleasing thing to do.
Itis an essential survival strategy.
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Brexit

food prices spiking
and peace in Nonhern Ireland being put at risk. Hard
i who revel in their classical training, seem

May's offer to Labour comes
years too late and when
herbackis to the wall

'l'lmesasz’sdacisionloteachouttod:eopposmon over

tobe living up to the ancient idea that whom the gods
would desuoy, they first make mad.

for Mr Corbyn’s support, Mrs May offers
Laboura chance to shape the future end state of Brexit.
If the leaders were unable to agree “asingle unified
approach”, the prime minister appears willing to agree
anumber of post-Brexit options and then allow MPs
to vote for them. Itis unclear whether these would be

because free votes or ‘but Mrs May says she will abide
shehasmnautofmad.ﬂuspeed:ﬁomnownmgsneet by them - if Labour does. This is responsibility without
shows a pris by defe ltstoodmstark -power for Mr Corbyn. It raises the question of why.
oomnstto-m th he would accept such a bargain. Mrs May has already
d from th ! lectern All his the ide i ‘hnMPsshewi]hestgnoneeﬂusprooessns
that Mrs Ma; vith Jeremy There i hat her
mbyningoodfalmltspaksvolumesﬂmitlsonlywnh wouldbeboundhydea]sshehaddmemthlabaur
herbackto the wall that Atruly collegiate process would req
i rm i broad and d:
1 board. The question remains ip with the EU in had left. But that
‘whether her mind is as open as the door to No 10. ‘would not fly with the hard Brexiters.
Mr Corbyn says he is “happy” to meet Mrs May. He ‘What is true is that Brexit ideain h
would be right to also be wary. Despite Mrs May’s talk of of an ad ion. Like i}

“national unity to deliver the national interest”, hetoffet

vmhoulabody its wraith-] like(oxmlungscvenhe

. isrooted in Tory partisan politics. There is
2 of@ycomprmsethatmsﬂay:smﬂmgtomalw The

freezing the blood of the body politic.
Becanse it i ibl boreand

is her Brexit
aaeemmt,whmhhasakeadybeemejecmdﬂ\reem
by the Commons. The Labour leader has whipped his
party to vote against Mrs May’s deal. He would have to
agree to back it now. The suspicion is that Mrs May does
notwammsharethggiory ]\lsttheblame

o1

the
mcutthe groundfrombeneath the feet of backbench
MPs who had aimed to take control of a process when
Mrs May could not. A cross-party group, led by Yvette
Cooper and backed by Oliver Letwin, had been prepared
to place a bill before the Commons to force the prime
‘minister to seek an extension of article 50. They were
right to do so. Crashing out of the EU without a deal
would be extremely damaging to Britain. In contrast to

terrify iblicat th ime. To giveit
and substance, much more time is needed for Brexit
tobereimagined YetMrsMayleadsapartymwhlcha
ity view such a i
inimical to their identity that it borders on treason. She
faces a mutiny for suggesting talks with
ﬂ:eEUhassa:dnwouldonlyameptanmensmn
if Mrs May presented a way out of the current mess.
As she leads a minority government, it ought to have
been obvi h ded party support. In
leaving it so late and in setting these terms, Mrs May is
playing with fire. If there is no prospect of agreeing a
form of Brexit and if there is no extension forthcoming,
the UK will either have to revoke article 50 or depart
with no deal a week on Friday. Should the country face

the trite “clean break” there are ings of
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Fiction vending machines
deserve more thanjusta
minute of our attention

Can fiction miniatures dispmsed through slots

that predi it will be Mrs May’s fault.

J

l.lteramrecomesmmanylengﬂ:s t,broa&ly S |

novels h: i eir Victorian
heydzy, ‘when there were fewer leisure activities

on offer to fewer people. It is not original to suggest
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somehow better suited to the short story or novella
And they have had their moments: in 2017, Kristen
Roupeman ’s story Cat Person, about power and sex
ina ly unequal went viral and
became the most-read piece of online fiction ever

and social media feeds lnto the lmagmary worlds
created by authors including Virginia Woolf and
Anthony Horowitz? We are about to find out. The
French company Short Edition, which already has
short-story vending machines in France, Hong Kong
andtheUS,amvesmtheUKdnsweek.tmveﬂing

its first three ls in London

travellers through Canary Wharf will have the option
of forsaking news, email, Football Manager 2019
and every other temptation their handheld device
can offer in favour of a story on a scroll of paper,

iblished by the New Yorker.

But such sensations remain the exception to an
unforgiving rule. Research by Arts Council England
has shown that, while the publishing sector remains
in decent health overall, fiction sales have collapsed.
Far fewer authors are able to make a living from
writing, even if this is not obvious to readers because
‘many good books continue to come out.

In the UK, and despite the best efforts of their
many supporters, short stories have always been
the less-favoured siblings of the fiction family.

Their status in the US is higher, inpartbecauseof

printed on demand for free. the slots they have long in
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But whether long or short, fiction can offer a respite
from the chaos and rancour of the present. This can
feel like ism, but is not ily. As well as

on offer, which range from one minute to half an hour,
and can also be viewed online. (Mr Horowitz has been
ioned to pen a 64 it for the
launch.) They demand far less time and energy than
abook - in many cases, less effort to read even thana
chapter - and will take up next to no space in a bag.

shutting the world out, stories can be a different way
of letting it in. If vending machines can help to prise
open, even for brief some wij to
other worlds, and stimulate people’s curiosity and
interest in different lives, times and experiences, they
will be providing a valuable public service.




