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consistent (but unique} design for each species, yet constructed

by the simplest of instincts with no overall plan in mind, just
a string of innate urges. I had a fine demonstration of this one
year when a mistle thrush tried to build a nest on the metal fire

escape outside my office. The result was a disaster, because each
ed identical, so the poor bird kept

step of the fire escape looks
getting confused about which step it was building its nest on.
sts on them, the middle

Five different steps had partly built ne
ther fully built. The bird

two being closest to completion, but nei
then laid two eggs in on¢ half-nest and one in another. Clearly it

was confused by the local cues provided by the fire-escape steps.
Its nest-building program depended on simple rules, like ‘Put
more material in corer of metal step.’ The tidy nest of a thrush
emerges from the most basic of instincts.

Or ook at a tree. Its trunk manages to grow in width and
strength just as fast as is necessary to bear the weight of its
branches, which are themselves a brilliant compromise between
strength and flexibility; its leaves area magaificent solution to the
problem of capturing sunlight while absorbing carbon dioxide
and losing as little water as possible: they are wafer-thin, feather-
light, shaped for maximum exposure 0 the light, with their
pores on the shady underside. The whole structure can stand for
hundreds or even thousands of years without collapsing, yet can
also grow continuously throughout that time =2 dream that lies
far beyond the capabilities of human engincers.All thisis achieved
without a plan, let alone a planner. The tree does not even have a
brain, Its design and implementation €merge from the decisions
of its trillions of single cells. Compared with animals, plants dare
not rely on brain-directed behaviour, because they cannot mun
away from grazers, and if a grazer are the brain, it would mean
death. So plants can withstand almost any loss, and regenerate
easily. They are utterly decentralised. It is as if an entire country’s
economy emerged from just the local incentives and responses of

its people. (Oh, hang on .. J
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