—epsil ' n (@ Ssubscribe

Abandoned Earth: A First Dive into
Post-Human Ecology

E[] An article to be found in Epsiloon Special Issue No. 19

@KEVIN DEVIERCY/LIFE is SHORT

Nothing to do with a dystopia. Our species is indeed deserting entire sections of the planet, giving way to
thriving ecosystems, half natural, half artificial... Much to the delight of ecologists.

by Vincent Nouyrigat ,Published on June 17,2026
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This is not a science fiction article. You won't find any zombies, nuclear apocalypse, asteroid impact, or other
more or less plausible scenarios here. These are real facts, rigorous scientific projections, and cutting-edge
research in geography and ecology—just as fascinating as science fiction, rest assured. The aim is to discover
how the Earth functions when abandoned by humans. In other words, to better understand the mechanisms of this
nature that inevitably reclaims the vestiges of Homo sapiens; a strange nature, neither entirely natural nor truly
artificial. ..

It sounds hollow

Because yes, our cumbersome species has already deserted entire sections of the planet, often in dramatic
circumstances: everyone remembers the evacuation of the population around the Chernobyl and Fukushima
nuclear power plants; we also think of epidemics that brutally elimnate part of the population and leave large
empty spaces, like the Black Death in Europe, the near disappearance of Native Americans due to the viruses of
the conquistadors, or the Covid-19 lockdown that emptied even the most lively city centers — researchers speak
aptly of “anthropause”; not forgetting all the political and economic shocks to our civilizations, like the collapse of
the USSR which led to the abandonment of 87 million hectares of agricultural land, the countless ghost mining
towns, post-industrial cities like Detroit, or the rural exodus which continues to depopulate the countryside

everywhere.
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Granted, the world's population exceeds 8 billion and our environmental footprint is staggering, but these post-
human landscapes are nonetheless set to multiply in the coming decades. This isn't solely due to "rewilding"
mitiatives, the trendy concept of allowing territories to evolve freely—unlike managed and heavily frequented
national parks. It's primarily a matter of demographic shifts: declining birth rates, aging populations... Population
decline has already begun in countries like Italy, Greece, Bulgaria, Japan, South Korea, and even China. By mid-
century, more than 80 countries are expected to see their populations decline, and China could lose some 150
million inhabitants.

i3]

“In Japan, we are witnessing an abandonment of the fields,” observes Peter Matanle, a specialist in
depopulation at the University of Sheffield. *“ Of course, the rural population is not disappearing suddenly like

in Chernobyl. It is a gradual decline due to very low fertility rates, the emigration of the few remaining
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“This is also becoming significant in China: in some mountainous regions, we are reaching 14% of

abandoned fields, ” says Bai Xiaoyong of the Chinese Academy of Sciences.

The return of vegetation is surprisingly
rapid and dynamic, but it follows its own
rules because of the artificial soils.

DAGMAR HAASE, LANDSCAPE ECOLOGY RESEARCHER ATHUMBOLDT UNIVERSITY, GERMANY

As homes begin to feel empty: Japan has 9 million vacant houses, and there are reports of several thousand nearly
abandoned villages in Italy and Spain. “The phenomenon of urban shrinkage is significant, and it is no longer
confined to industrialized and wealthy countries: more than 70% of declining metropolitan areas are

)

located in countries like India, Indonesia, or China,” notes Dagmar Haase, a landscape ecology researcher at

Humboldt University in Germany. “ By 2100, more than half of the world s existing cities are expected to

2

experience a decline in population; one in ten could even lose more than half of its inhabitants.

“Urban jungle”

century
All these abandoned infrastructures will offer, in the 21st , a new space for vegetation and fauna to

flourish, n a unique mix of local and exotic species — very common in cities. “7The return of vegetation is
surprisingly rapid and dynamic, but it follows its own rules because of the artificial soils,” notes Dagmar
Haase. ““ We find classic native pioneer plants, resistant to stress, such as wild lettuce, viper's bugloss, and
clover. But also plants characteristic of these urban wastelands with their compact soils, high nitrogen
levels, and layers of construction debris rich in limestone: this is the preferred habitat of invasive species
that are establishing themselves in cities around the world, such as tree of heaven, Canadian goldenrod,

’

Japanese knotweed, or the butterfly bush native to China...’

This budding urban jungle serves as a refuge for a whole host of precious wildlife, which Dagmar Haase describes
with admiration: “The white-fronted redstart appreciates the stony ruins and open wastelands to hunt insects.
The sand lizard uses piles of rubble to bask in the sun and crevices to hide in. Foxes and raccoons take
shelter in abandoned buildings. Wild bees and bumblebees take advantage of the abundance of nectar
offered by the long flowering of invasive plants. Some butterflies lay their eggs on the wild carrot and fennel
that grow in the landfills.”
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amphibians to thrive — without having to suffer predation from fish, no less. “Some urban wastelands are much

richer in biodiversity than maintained green spaces, there are a huge number of different ecological niches,

creating new combinations of species,” enthuses Ingo Kowarik, an ecologist at the Technical University of

Berlin.

It was an ecological balance in which
humans and other species coexisted,

and it is disappearing.

PETER MATANLE, ASPECIALIST IN DEPOPULATION AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SHEFFIELD

And this is just the beginning, the researcher announces: “On sandy or gravelly surfaces, such as abandoned
railway lines, a first forest appears after only fifieen to twenty years. On asphalt, it takes longer, but even
there, woody plants eventually dominate.” Nothing stops the shrubs and trees: “The roots penetrate the
smallest cracks in the masonry, in the concrete, they burst through the asphalt, leaving the soil open to
plant colonization,” explains Dagmar Haase. ““ In tropical regions, you see pagoda figs strangling buildings.
Elsewhere, Japanese knotweed lifts the foundations of houses, while the butterfly bush can grow on roofs
and chimneys.” Pioneer species from the surrounding countryside — birch, maple, willow. .. — arrive carried by
the wind; Birds and squirrels later come into play to disperse large-seeded trees, such as oak. Ornamental trees
planted here long ago can also multiply through root suckers on the lawns of disused parks.

The case of Pripyat

“In the city of Pripyat, abandoned in 1986 following the Chernobyl disaster, the Italian poplars planted
along many streets have generated new rows of poplars through the cracks in the sidewalks and roads; it's

1

very different from what you see in the surrounding countryside,” says Joe McBride, an urban forestry
specialist at the University of Berkeley. “It’s impressive, Pripyat... The vegetation along the streets now forms
veritable green walls that, in many places, completely obscure the tall buildings,” adds Igor Lacan of the

University of California.

Sometimes, too, trees from abandoned orchards become dominant in the landscape, like walut trees n Central
Europe, cherry and apple trees in Patagonia; ecologists still detect traces of domesticated plants around Roman
sites and the vanished cities of the Amazon rainforest — which is not so pristine after all. All these post-human

forests are destined to eventually reach the stage of old-growth forest, provided there is no intervention from

loggers.


https://www.epsiloon.com/abonnement.html
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/
https://www.epsiloon.com/

—— . o

— epsﬂ N Subscribe
accumulate significant amounts of dead wood, which contributes to a high degree of heterogeneity essential
to forest biodiversity. Many insects and fungi depend on this decaying wood to complete their life cycle.”
And a multitude of birds thrive in these forests of varying ages, including the blackcap, the chiffchaff] the
grasshopper warbler, the common linnet, and the daffodil-catcher.

Fine mosaics

Beyond cities, this rampant reforestation is also spreading to pastures and abandoned fields. This is causing some
unease among biologists... “In Japan, a wide range of studies has shown that the abandonment of rice
paddies has a negative impact on birds and insects, particularly butterflies, which depend on open
habitats,” explains Naoki Katayama of the Japanese Institute of Agro-Environmental Sciences. “These rice
paddies, flooded in the spring, provide wetlands that are almost nonexistent in Japan, serving as breeding
grounds, especially for amphibians and aquatic insects.” “These semi-natural ecosystems have developed
over the past 3,000 years around human subsistence activities, in rhythm with the seasons... It was an
ecological balance in which humans and other species coexisted, and it is now disappearing,” emphasizes
Peter Matanle. These intricate agricultural mosaics, known as “satoyama,” mantained from generation to
generation, are currently being swallowed up by dwarf bamboo shoots and woody, sometimes exotic, vegetation.
“This is considered a major environmental problem by our government, a threat to biodiversity, ” added

Masayoshi Hiraiwa, a postdoctoral fellow at the Kindai College of Agriculture.

Current forest expansion represents a
simplified ecological state, depleted of
herbivores, where fast-growing species
can dominate. This is our legacy.

JENS-CHRISTIAN SVENNING, MACRO-ECOLOGY RESEARCHER AT AARHUSUNIVERSITY, NETHERLANDS

The same unease is evident in the European countryside, particularly in the mountains, where agriculture and
pastoralism have declined since the end of'the Second World War. Sloping fields have become overgrown, as
have the once abundantly flowering pastures—so many beautiful orchids!—which were kept open by the
voracious grazing of cattle and sheep. “Our pollen analyses carried out on an abandoned high-altitude site in
Ariege show a significant loss of plant biodiversity due to the encroachment of scrub,” explains Florence
Mazier, a botany researcher at the University of Toulouse-Le Mirail. “ The flora has become homogenized;

2

only a few species dominate.
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birds, hzards, and snakes specific to these open Mediterranean environments, to the benetit ot otten more
common forest species. “But behind the defense of this specific biodiversity, there is also a social construct:
it's the support for livestock farming, for the agricultural lobby, a discourse echoed by the managers of
natural parks,” analyzes Cécile Barnaud, a researcher in human geography at INRAE.

A godsend

The arrival of the forest is also perceived as an attack on the aesthetics of these cultural landscapes — the Causses
and Cévennes regions are listed as UNESCO World Heritage sites. Worse still, these rewilded and decaying
environments are seen as a new source of danger in the Mediterranean world: “They are conducive to the
active spread of fires, whereas the abandoned lands were often planted with vines, olive trees, fruit trees or

vegetable gardens, with fairly clean soils that were not well suited to them,’
at the University of Aix-Marseille.

compares Dominique Morvan,

“If dense, closed forests are appearing, it’s because we 've eliminated the large herbivores that regulate
them,” argues Jens-Christian Svenning, a macro-ecology researcher at Aarhus University in the Netherlands.
Our latest work shows that many plants in temperate countries actually evolved in semi-open conditions, in
mixed landscapes. Current forest expansion doesn t represent a return to the original natural state; its a
new, simplified ecological state, depleted of herbivores, where fast-growing, competitive plant species—

often generalists or non-native—can dominate. That'’s our legacy.” And let’s not forget global warming.

A fresh perspective

Even if the abandoned Earth doesn't mean a return to the Garden of Eden, these territories represent a boon for
many species we have persecuted. “The Chernobyl exclusion zone has the highest wolf density in Europe,
seven times greater than that observed in neighboring nature reserves... This zone is home to more than
400 vertebrate species, many of which are threatened elsewhere,” says German Pereda, a zoologist at the
University of Oviedo. Scientists have also found that lockdowns have profoundly altered animal behavior; long-
distance movements of mammals have increased by an average of 73%. “This research shows just how much
we keep animals at a distance, ” says Liana Zanette of Western University, who has demonstrated that the mere
sound of our voices sends a large portion of the world's wildlife fleeing. “ Certainly, in our absence, large
carnivores become bolder, but their prey consequently become more fearful — we serve as their shield,”

explains ethologist Jennifer Smith, at the University of Wisconsin.

In their own way; these abandoned areas reveal much about our influence on the Earth, our role in ecosystems —
not always a terrible one — and our difficulty i letting go. They also allow us to discover the full power of natural

processes, plant dynamics, animal behavior... and to see the Earth in a new light.
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