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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

A Life Well-Lived 

William F. Barron – Bill – lost his battle with kidney cancer on 

4 January 2018 in Portland, Oregon – a battle he fought valiantly 

for a decade. He was 73 years old. Bill grew up in Gloucester 

City, New Jersey, US, and received his elementary education 

from St. Mary's Grammar School. He graduated from Gloucester 

Catholic High School in 1963. Bill received a B.S. in Business 

and Economics from La Salle University, Philadelphia; obtained 

two Master degrees, one in Economics from the Southern 

Illinois University, and another in Education from South 

Carolina State University, and received his Ph.D. in Economics 

for Public Decision-Making from the Department of Geography 

and Environmental Engineering at Johns Hopkins University in 

1980. From 1980 to 1986, Bill worked at Oak Ridge National 

Laboratory on energy technology assessment and integrated 

energy planning. He then served as resident energy advisor to 

the government of Liberia and then Pakistan. Bill moved to 

Hong Kong in 1989. 

Bill began his university teaching career in Hong Kong at the 

University of Hong Kong, Centre of Urban Planning and 

Environmental Management (CUPEM), where he taught 

environmental economics. He served as coordinator for the 

inter-departmental graduate program in environmental 

management from 1990 to 1994. In 2005, he joined the 
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Atmospheric, Marine and Coastal Environment Program at the 

Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) as 

Visiting Professor and in 2010, he moved to the Division of the 

Environment at HKUST as one of the founding members. Bill 

served as the Environmental Protection Department’s special 

advisor for six months in 2013 before retiring and returning to 

the US later that year. 

Bill was a committed and passionate teacher throughout his life. 

He was first a teaching assistant before becoming a kindergarten 

teacher in Sumter, South Carolina in the 1960s. He moved to 

Washington DC in 1971 and taught pre-school there till 1974 

before starting graduate studies at John Hopkins University. In 

the 1960s and 1970s, he was a member of the National Teacher 

Corps, an organisation engaged in programs to improve teaching 

in low-income areas. Bill is well-remembered by his many 

students in Hong Kong as an energetic teacher who held their 

attention by his sheer enthusiasm for the subject. He is best-

remembered by his Ph.D. students to whom he gave his time 

generously and to whom they could rely upon for the best advice 

and supervision. 

Bill gave advice to the Legislative Office of Christine Loh from 

around 1994. He had a long association with the non-profit think 

tank, Civic Exchange when it was set up by Loh in 2000. There, 

he engaged actively in energy, transport and environmental 

policy research, and was author of many important research 

work that helped to shift decisions in Hong Kong.  

Bill had many life-long interests. He loved to travel, and he was 

a fine photographer and writer. He wrote If you get far enough 
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away … Stories mostly true as well as The Great Disconnect. He 

was an acute observer of the world around him and he loved to 

share his thoughts with friends. He lived the ‘good life’, which 

to Bill was an active, engaged life to help solve the world’s 

problems and assist others in need but at the same time to enjoy 

what life has to offer. 

FOREWORD 2018 

Bill Barron was a very good friend to many people. He made 

life-long friendships during each period of his life. We are 

fortunate in Hong Kong to have him with us from 1989. He was 

a teacher to many students, who remembered his enthusiasm in 

class and they said it was hard not to be touched by the energy 

he exuded for the subject. His Ph.D. students became his friends. 

He cared for them deeply and he spoke about them to his other 

friends – a mark of how involved he was in supervising them to 

do well. 

Bill had a great impact in Hong Kong on public policy. I first 

met Bill when he was at CUPEM and when I was a member of 

the Hong Kong Legislative Council. I sought his advice on 

energy and transport issues. Over time, we became close allies 

in environmental protection and we also became good personal 

friends. He was involved in the formation of the non-profit think 

tank, Civic Exchange, which I co-founded in 2000. He played 

many roles for the organisation, including being a board director, 

donor, project manager, researcher and mentor to young 

researchers. He authored and co-authored many research 

publications, the quality of which have stood the test of time. 
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Bill was instrumental in the success of several public policy 

battles – including stopping the excessive reclamation of 

Victoria Harbour, as well as stopping the construction of Route 

7 by providing evidence-based economic analysis for rail 

extension in favour of the highway.  

He suffered a stroke in 1999 from which he recovered well and 

was able to continue to work on the many issues he cared for. It 

was the kidney cancer which finally took his life but not before 

he did everything he could to fight it over a decade. During that 

time, we had many deep conversations about ‘living’ and 

‘dying’. Bill wanted to live as long as he could maintain a 

reasonable quality of life, which to him was to be able to enjoy 

a good conversation with friends, to share a good meal with them, 

and to enjoy the world that he could still take in. Bill was willing 

to try new treatments in the US in immuno-therapy, which no 

doubt extended his life by several years. He returned to Hong 

Kong in mid-2017 for a few weeks to see his many friends. He 

wanted to talk about the world and his thoughts and feelings. 

However, he knew in late 2017 that he was losing the battle and 

he begun to plan for his final journey in earnest with his typical 

modesty and no-fuss attitude. He thought he would depart in 

April or May but he left us very quickly in early January 2018.  

The Great Disconnect is the culmination of his thoughts on a key 

global problem – how our modern, materialistic lifestyle 

seriously degrades the natural environment. It is a warning of 

where the human species is heading. Bill Barron remained 

hopeful, however. Things could be reversed but we would need 

to understand how we got into such a mess in the first place and 

how we could get out of it. The Great Disconnect carries the 
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voice of a consummate teacher. Bill said a lot in not too many 

pages. While there are more famous books that talk about 

environmental challenges, this book can be digested in one-

sitting and the reader would ‘get it’. I recommend it to any 

student and indeed, any general reader who wants to grasp an 

important subject – perhaps the most defining subject as it 

relates to all life on earth. We have republished this book 

precisely because we know how important it is. 

 

Christine Loh 

Chief Development Strategist 

Institute for the Environment 

The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
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THE GREAT DISCONNECT
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Chapters IV through VIII consider possible responses to 

the sustainability challenges. 

To wrap up Chapter I, Figure 1 provides a summary 

illustration of the major pressures on the planet and the 

resulting challenges to the sustainability of the current 

development path.

FIGURE 1: PRESSURES AND CHALLENGES
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CHAPTER VIII�—FITTING THE PIECES TOGETHER

 �• a willingness to take on and keep to a longer term 

perspective (i.e. with respect to the rights of future 

generations); 

 �• acknowledging more fully humankind�’s dependence 

on the natural world along with a greater appreciation 

of the importance of non-human life forms; and 

 �• the ability to make more out of less. 

FIGURE 2: A FRAMEWORK FOR CONSIDERING RESPONSES 

This figure brings together this book�’s major points regarding the 
ways we might respond to the sustainability challenges to our current 
way of life.
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�• The media and civil 
society play key roles
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but...

urgency for radically 
changing the way we use resources and emit wastes and

so many of us lead ... and so many more aspire to. 

It is as if the two sides live on diff erent planets. 

—

The world economy is increasingly geared to throughput, 

unlimited. 

• Governments see a slowing of the throughput as a crisis. Our 

—

This book lays out in clear language the challenges to the 
sustainability of the current economic system. It then considers 
possible market, government, and values-driven responses. 

The INSTITUTE FOR THE ENVIRONMENT OF HONG KONG UNIVERSITY OF 

focusing on sustainable development (with special emphasis on Hong 

CIVIC EXCHANGE is a Hong Kong–based independent  public policy think 
tank addressing issues in energy, environment, climate change, urban 
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