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Introduction 

The June 2016 conference, my last as Director, found us considering the extent to which our current 

economic practices and lifestyles were compatible with a healthy planet, able to sustain us into the 

future. We had seventeen nationalities and a wide range of views around the table, as well as an 

almost even gender balance, to help look at this fundamental issue. We were keen to avoid too much 

doom and gloom and, with the help of our expert Chair, aimed to focus instead on what could 

realistically be done. But we could not help reflecting from time to time on why it seemed so difficult to 

attract support for more radical action, given the obvious risks we were running.  

Summary 

We were clear that we were facing very serious risks to the health of the planet and our sustainable 

presence on it. But quantifying or prioritising these risks was more difficult, because of their 

interconnectedness, and the impossibility of predicting how societies and people would respond as the 

situation evolved. Faced with this, one temptation was to exaggerate or sensationalise, to attract 

attention and/or funding, but this was ultimately counterproductive. We also regretted the way in which 

the environmental debate had been politicised, with certain causes taken over by the left, which 

produced an inevitable counter-reaction, and unhelpful north-south polarisation about who was to 

blame. 

We therefore favoured a new narrative, with new language, which was more appealing to ordinary 

people and companies, and a simple vision of what we wanted our lives to be like in the future. The 

risks to that could then be identified and addressed in pragmatic and bite-sized fashion, in ways which 

were clearly linked to concerns about practical issues such as jobs and health. People needed to be 

engaged and empowered, not lectured at. Meanwhile we saw a strong requirement for education about 

environmental issues in schools to be stepped up, as this ball seemed to have been dropped in recent 

years. 

But was popular mobilisation actually necessary for effective environmental action? Measures could be 

taken top down, and implemented without community consultation, however attractive the latter might 

seem. Most participants thought top down and bottom up were not alternatives. Governments could of 

course act of their own volition, but public pressure on environmental issues was usually required, 
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because the action was often not as self-evidently necessary as, for example, over health or education. 

Moreover, community buy-in helped ensure any action was sustained and effective. 

We spent a lot of time on the risks to biodiversity (for which a new name more meaningful to the public 

would be good). These risks were great, not least from continued population growth and rapid 

urbanisation, but particularly difficult to quantify, and often apparently local more than global. The risks 

were greatest in the global south, but that was also where awareness of them, and readiness to act, 

where that might seem to threaten immediate economic goals, were lowest. Prioritising action was a 

real challenge in this area, and could not simply be determined by science. We should also accept 

much more readily than currently that action could not always be win-win, and often involved 

uncomfortable trade-offs and losers, who needed to be addressed and helped.  

One main conclusion was that biodiversity risks could not be successfully addressed in isolation. 

Biodiversity concerns and actions needed to be mainstreamed into all kinds of infrastructure and other 

projects from the start, as well as into education and training at all levels. Otherwise, huge and 

irreversible damage to habitats and species was unavoidable as urbanisation continued apace. But the 

biggest drivers of risk were still our consumption habits and lifestyle choices, which were likely to prove 

increasingly unsustainable, for example in the areas of food and water. It was no good imagining that 

lecturing people about the need for dramatic change was going to be effective. Governments were also 

particularly cautious about decisive action in this demand-side area. Incremental change was therefore 

the realistic way forward, using health concerns as one obvious way into young people’s attitudes in 

particular. 

How far could we use economic tools to drive change? Not everything of value could be expressed in 

economic or financial terms, especially where the environment was concerned. But we had to act at the 

moment within the current political and economic paradigms. We saw no opposition between the use of 

economic incentives and of controls such as regulations. The key was to find the right mixture of 

measures for specific contexts and individual threats. There were plenty of tools in the toolkit, and it 

was better to go with the grain of markets where possible than trying to oppose or ignore them. We 

lamented the lack of progress in some obvious areas such as carbon pricing, and were not convinced 

that an effective global carbon price was anywhere in the offing. But that was no reason to give up. 

How could we find ways to mobilise some of the trillions of dollars sloshing around the international 

system for environmental ends? We saw no easy solutions. Projects had to be viable to attract finance, 

and there were not enough good ones around in the environmental field. Over-restrictive rules set by 

governments and financial institutions about the weighting of risk did not help. Was there nevertheless 

a chance that the private sector would in practice start to take the lead in environmental action, driven 

by their own operational concerns, even if governments were too timid and short-termist to act? There 

were different views around the table. Companies and even financial institutions were beginning to take 

these issues more seriously. Responsible investment/divestment campaigns were starting to have 

some impact, helped by the concept of stranded/unusable assets, for example in the oil and gas sector. 

But we were not yet convinced that significant action would result unless companies’ operations were 

seen to be directly impacted. That meant the onus was still on governments to come up with strong and 

effective regulatory measures in key areas, with an eye to long term effects. Companies liked 

predictability and would accept even tough rules as long as they thought a level playing field was being 

established – which put a premium on internationally coordinated measures wherever possible. 
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This was a practically oriented discussion where we tried to avoid all-encompassing truths or solutions, 

or too much philosophising about whether GDP was a good measure of important things. The reality of 

future environmental action would be messy and a mixture of public and private sector measures. It 

would often seem inadequate, and a Sisyphean struggle. But there were no silver bullets and no 

alternative to persistence and effort. Behind the disappointments progress was being made. 

Main Note 

The risks 

No-one at the conference expressed serious doubt about the extent of the risks facing the planet (or 

more accurately the human presence on the planet), from factors such as climate change, biodiversity 

loss, environmental degradation and pollution, ocean acidification, continuing population rise, and 

increasing urbanisation. One obvious way in which all this could come together was a growing inability 

of the world population to feed itself sustainably, through lack of sufficient usable land and water. 

However, it was more difficult to put these risks in any kind of order of priority, and to come up with 

reliably quantifiable indicators or timescales of dangerous change for some of them, particularly 

biodiversity loss. The risks from climate change came closest, with the targets set at the Paris COP21 

meeting. However, even here no-one round the table thought either the 1.5 degree target, or even a 2 

degree target, likely to be met in practice. And there was little good research so far about what a world 

of 3 or 4 degree temperature rise would actually be like, for example for agriculture. In any case, trying 

to put the fight against climate change ahead of efforts to combat other risks made no sense in the 

interconnected world in which we lived. 

We therefore faced a lack of predictability, which more scientific research would be unlikely to change 

fundamentally, because of the impossibility of predicting accurately how societies, governments, 

businesses, ecosystems and people, with all the scope of human ingenuity, would respond to change 

as it occurred. Extrapolations from where we were now were only of limited value. The biggest source 

of unpredictability was precisely the interconnectedness of the risks we were discussing. None could 

readily be separated from the others, and each would be profoundly affected by what was happening 

elsewhere. The links between climate change and biodiversity loss were obvious, for example. But that 

did not mean we could easily know how these links would play out in practice over the next 50 years. 

One result was a tendency to highlight worst case scenarios, in an attempt to gain attention and traction 

from governments and publics alike, because they were looking for clarity and clear answers to tough 

questions. Another manifestation was scientists being tempted to exaggerate their cases and findings 

in order to attract more funding. This might be understandable, and done from the best of intentions, 

but it risked being counterproductive, especially when predictions of catastrophe did not come to pass 

as quickly as had been claimed. There was a fundamental difficulty here about how to present the 

severity of the risks the world faced without turning people off, and how to present nuance and 

uncertainty. Some of the criticism of exaggeration was no doubt unfair. The optimists about climate 

change and other phenomena seemed to be allowed to get away with their own exaggerations without 

challenge. Nevertheless, this problem could not be dodged. 

All this had been exacerbated by the way in which the environmental and climate change debates had 

become politicised. The political left had taken ownership of the issues, particularly in the developed 

world, and linked them to an anti-capitalist agenda. This had led to the alienation of the political right, 

the development of an anti-climate change discourse, and the emergence of a difficult political context 
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for efforts to solve these complex problems. A different kind of politicisation of the climate change 

debate, between global north and global south, over who was responsible for the problems and 

therefore who should take responsibility for fixing them, had not helped the search for solutions either, 

however justified the accusations against the north might be.  

None of this meant that we should relax our scientific efforts to understand what was happening to the 

planet. We were for example deeply concerned to hear that the study of botany appeared to be in steep 

decline, even though most plant species were still not yet properly classified. This seemed very short-

sighted. However, we did need to appreciate the clear limits on the scientists’ ability to predict exactly 

what was going to happen and when. We also needed to get away from thinking of the risks as existing 

in separate silos. 

Our conclusion was that we needed to find new ways of framing this debate, getting away from the 

search for absolute truth, and focussing the discussion on the risks and uncertainties we faced as a 

species, and the need to manage these risks sensibly. One way to do this was to articulate a vision of 

what we wanted our lives to be like in 50 or 100 years’ time, to explore and consider the risks to 

achieving that future, and then to try to agree on practical ways of reducing and mitigating those risks. 

These solutions should be pragmatic and meaningful to people’s lives now, not appear as impossible 

dreams or big risks in themselves, and wherever possible be presented as opportunities, if we really 

wanted to get traction. People’s mind-sets were not well geared to thinking about long-term risks or 

long-term solutions, and this needed to be factored into our approaches. We also needed to express 

these things in language which resonated with companies and ordinary people, not just other 

environmentalists. 

We also needed to recognise that environmental issues could never capture people’s undivided 

attention, however important they might seem to those living in the environmental bubble, and that 

environmental threats were not separate from everyday questions about economic prosperity, 

livelihoods, jobs, food and health, but were intimately connected to them. Breaking down the big issues 

into their component parts and finding policy steps which made a difference to everyday lives, while 

also contributing to solving the big issues, made a lot of sense. Health issues could be a particularly 

effective way into environmental issues, for example. There was an obvious danger in all this that such 

an approach would never generate the pace or scale of change necessary to avert the huge risks we 

now faced, but the politicisation of the debate could probably not now be reversed in the immediate 

future. Other approaches therefore had to be tried.  

As part of this debate, there was a lively exchange about the need for and relevance of public or 

community mobilisation for effective environmental action. It was argued that some activists seemed to 

regard this as indispensable, and an end in itself, in a way they would not over other political issues 

such as education or health. They were correspondingly reluctant to acknowledge action which did not 

come via the community route. Others argued that the reality was that much actual change came from 

top-down government decisions and regulations, and that such decisions in some countries were made 

by undemocratic governments little interested in the views of their citizens. They could nevertheless still 

be effective, for example in helping save a threatened species. Too romantic a view of environmental 

action could even be unhelpful, because the search for the holy grail of community engagement and 

support distracted attention from the goal. 

This was vigorously contested by another group round the table. Education and health were down-to-

earth issues which concerned everyone in their daily lives and automatically generated attention from 
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governments and publics alike. Environmental concerns were usually more abstract, and governments 

would always tend to ignore them unless there was an active, well publicly-supported lobby holding 

their feet to the fire. The choice was not therefore between top down and bottom up. Both were needed, 

particularly in democracies, if enough action was to result.  

All sides in this discussion were agreed that, in any event, committed and influential leaders and 

influencers were needed, whether at community or governmental level. Without them, precious little 

would happen.  

We also discussed how the public should be brought into the environmental debate more effectively. 

The general view round the table was that people needed to be engaged and empowered, not simply 

told about issues. They appreciated a genuine dialogue about issues which mattered to them, and to 

feel that things were being done by them or for them, not to them. This might mean putting the 

campaigning focus on a particular issue or species, like bees or hedgehogs, even when these concerns 

were not central to mankind’s survival. Once engaged in this way, people were more likely to move on 

to the bigger issues than if they had simply been lectured about them in the first place. More attention 

also needed to be paid to engaging people’s emotions as well as to rational argument, to use of role 

models to whom people would be likely to listen, for example celebrities, and to better exploitation of 

social media. 

One point on which all were agreed was the need to do much more to educate children and young 

people about the environmental risks to the world they would be inheriting. There had been good 

progress on this in the 1970s and 1980s, in various countries, but more recently we seemed to have 

dropped the ball. A fresh look at the curriculum was needed in many places. This was not just about 

providing information but also about fostering greater scientific literacy, to enable people to understand 

scientific arguments better and navigate the vast volumes of information now available from the internet 

with more skill and discrimination.  

Maintaining biodiversity 

The objective of stopping biodiversity loss and preserving a wide variety of species was widely agreed 

to be vital. Species loss was not new but current rates of extinction were alarming. However, it was 

clearly not enough just to say that for effective action to follow, and a number of barriers to action were 

identified. The first was the term itself, which did not resonate with the wider public beyond academia 

and conservation bodies, and indeed did not mean much at all to most people. Other terms such as ‘the 

fabric of life’, or ‘life on earth’, or even simply ‘nature’, might represent better what we were talking 

about, as long as we did not just equate nature with wilderness. We also needed to be careful not just 

to talk about conservation. Nature was constantly changing, as different parts of it and different species 

interacted in dynamic and evolving ways. We could not simply try to stop the clock at a particular 

moment in time.  

It was also often difficult to quantify how and why biodiversity mattered. Some elements of it, such as 

the continued existence of large masses of vegetation and healthy oceans for our climate, were clearly 

of global or regional importance. The benefits of other parts were much more local, and had multiple 

values for people, related to their culture, ways of life, and relationships to their surroundings, as well as 

economic and ecological value. It was often hard or impossible to attach meaningful financial figures to 

particular species or habitats, especially given the interconnectedness of so much of what we were 
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talking about. Not everything which mattered could be measured, but this problem did not make 

pushing through effective policy steps any easier.  

The risks to biodiversity were meanwhile not evenly distributed around the world. Losses were much 

greater and more widespread in the global south, but concern about biodiversity tended to be greater in 

the north. Many people in the south were too focussed on survival to think much about environmental 

worries, even though these might be precisely what would threaten most their economic survival in the 

longer run. There was also an attitude among some developing country governments that they could 

worry about biodiversity concerns once they had sorted out their economic development. This was 

short-sighted, and erroneous, since a lot of the losses would not be reversible. All in all, biodiversity 

concerns were certainly not, and should not be seen as, a ‘luxury’ only open to rich countries and 

communities.  

One of the big challenges now was how to decide priorities for investment and effort. The answers 

would in many cases come not from science, though science had a vital role to play in helping decide 

how to tackle the problems, but from the complex interplay of different interests and values in particular 

societies. People were often very concerned about and attached to their immediate environment, 

although views could well differ about the importance of a particular landscape, compared to the 

economic value of a traditional activity threatening that same landscape. There would always be 

uncomfortable trade-offs and compromises to be made, especially about the critical question of land 

use. The effects on ‘losers’ had to be considered. For example, how should the risks of erosion of a 

traditional upland habitat be weighed against the wishes and interests of those who grazed their sheep 

there, and what should be offered to farmers being told they could no longer use that land?  

The difficulty of prioritising also applied to western donor governments trying to decide the relative 

merits of action at home to protect a humble species with popular appeal, and action overseas on a 

project of much bigger global significance, but with less control of the process or of the results. Similarly 

there could be uncomfortable choices between major ‘brand’ species like tigers or rhinos, which had 

huge symbolic value, versus habitats or plants with a much lower profile but possibly a much more 

important economic, social or environmental impact.  

We had the same debate on the ways to make things happen over biodiversity as over environmental 

action more generally – top down v. bottom up. There was the added element that so much action on 

biodiversity was around communities, which meant committed local leadership was especially vital. 

Community buy-in would normally mean that a policy was more likely to be sustainable over time. 

Nevertheless, we had to acknowledge that top down action could still be effective, and could be 

helpfully taken in some cases even without consulting local communities. 

Perhaps our most important conclusion was that biodiversity projects on their own were never likely to 

be enough to have the necessary effects. Biodiversity concerns therefore needed to be mainstreamed 

into all economic and development activity. This was particularly obvious when we looked at the 

amount of new construction of infrastructure and housing coming our way, in developed and especially 

developing countries, because of the population growth and urbanisation of the coming decades. City 

developments equivalent to 175 times the current size of London were in the pipeline. Unless 

biodiversity was mainstreamed into these projects from the start, huge and largely irreversible damage 

could be done to species and habitats. For the moment there was little or no sign of this kind of 

mainstreaming at international or national level, for example either in the G20 documents about future 
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infrastructure, or in the work of the Infrastructure Commission in the UK. Changing this should be a 

major priority, though we were better at saying this than at explaining exactly how this should be done. 

Mainstreaming should also go further, into agriculture and agribusiness projects, and into the education 

and careers of engineers and businessmen as well as life scientists, as a crucial factor for growth and 

prosperity as well as for lifestyle, well-being and justice.  

Despite these fears about the direct effects of future urbanisation and construction activity on 

biodiversity, we also recognised that much, perhaps most, of the damage came indirectly from our 

styles of living and particularly patterns of consumption. Consumption of raw materials was growing 

faster than the global population rise because of greater prosperity and changing habits in some major 

countries. There was a very direct effect on ecosystems from the raw materials we used, the way we 

used them, and the extent to which we re-used or recycled them. The most obvious example, but far 

from the only one, was in the area of food. So-called western diets with large amounts of red meat were 

increasingly unsustainable, even in the west, because of the amount of land required to produce the 

protein. As and when the citizens of other countries became prosperous enough to demand similar 

diets, for example hundreds of millions of Chinese and Indian people, this unsustainability became 

much more dramatic. At the same time it was not politically or morally acceptable/possible to say to 

those in the developing world that they could not or should aspire to what was available elsewhere.  

In a similar way, environmental improvements in developed countries did not always translate into 

global benefits. Western societies might reduce their own waste and emissions, but if they were 

outsourcing manufacture of many products to developing countries, the overall effect might be the 

opposite as products were made in countries without good policies in place to reduce waste, pollution 

and emissions. It was said, for example, that Europe’s environmental footprint was three times its 

geographical size because of what it imported from elsewhere. 

There were differing views on the extent to which it was possible to change consumption habits by 

telling people they had to change their way of life, or trying to pressure them to do so. Some saw little 

alternative, given the size of the risks, even though it was clear that governments preferred action on 

the supply side rather than the demand side. However, the majority did not believe this was a viable 

way forward in current political and economic circumstances. It risked putting people off 

environmentalism for little real gain. The best hope was to encourage incremental change and hope 

that gradually different habits would take hold, for example over diet, or aspects of the so-called sharing 

economy, and be seen to be ‘cool’. That could happen first of all in the west, with others elsewhere then 

imitating this, just as they tended now to imitate current unacceptable and unsustainable habits. There 

were already a few signs of this in some areas. Health concerns, already a major factor for many young 

people, were probably the best way into this, since health and environmental benefit could obviously go 

together. 

Environment and economics: the cost/price of environmental risks 

Much of our discussion was about the necessity and value of using economic and financial tools to 

achieve environmental objectives. We were tempted at times to go down the path of a broader 

discussion about what the economy was for, whether economic growth was an aim that made sense in 

terms of people’s real well-being, and whether we needed a new paradigm altogether. Green GDP and 

green accounting were touched on at different times. We were also reminded regularly by several 



8 
 

participants about the importance and risks of economic inequality in the world, and the dangers of 

inter-generational inequity.  

However, without in any way dismissing these ideas, we by and large avoided the temptation to get 

stuck on this kind of discussion, and tried to focus instead on how to find practical ways forward within 

current economic and political frameworks. We were nevertheless keen to underline that economics as 

currently practised could not capture the full value of environmental goods, since some had ecological, 

cultural, and emotional elements which could not be measured by current tools. 

What was the right balance to be struck between using the economic toolkit of incentives, subsidies, 

and taxes on the one hand, and command and control measures such as laws and regulations on the 

other? We thought that there could be no question of trying to choose between the two. Both were 

needed, and the mixture to be applied in any particular context had to be considered and decided 

intelligently. There were no one-size-fits-all solutions. In fact governments had plenty of tools of both 

kinds at their disposal. They just needed to use them with greater discrimination, determination and 

vigour if they really wanted to achieve change that mattered, and contribute to the ultimate aim of a 

sustainable and resilient environment.  

The most obvious form of an economic lever to achieve environmental ends, in the climate change 

context, was putting a price on carbon. This was widely accepted, even by many big polluters (albeit 

hypocritically in some cases), as the right way forward to help reduce emissions. There were many 

national and local versions of carbon taxes or cap and trade schemes, and some successful examples, 

for example in Sweden. But many schemes were ineffective or half-hearted, and there had been little or 

no progress towards a global carbon price, let alone one at a level which could make the kind of 

difference likely to make the Paris targets achievable. Why was this? There was no simple answer. 

Powerful lobbying of governments by important industries was certainly a big part of it. Individual 

governments could also always point to the absence of action elsewhere in the world and the need for 

a level playing field in order to justify their own timidity. 

However, it might just be necessary to accept that the complexities of setting and having respected a 

global carbon price were too great in present circumstances, and that the right approach was to 

encourage each government to put in place the best mixture of policies and measures to achieve 

results in their own political and economic context. This could include carbon taxes or cap and trade 

schemes, but also have in the mix serious energy efficiency measures (always neglected despite the 

major gains which could be achieved), help for renewables, and incentives for less polluting 

technologies (for example in steel-making). These could add up to an effective approach if pursued with 

enough vigour, and could also more easily go with the grain of companies in developing countries 

which were reluctant to allow environmental concerns to affect their bottom line when making 

investment decisions. One country to watch was China, which might go for a carbon pricing scheme 

soon, and might be less susceptible to lobbies against toughness. 

On the financial side, there was a major conundrum. Trillions of dollars, in pension and other funds, 

were sloshing around the world looking for a home where they could make a decent return. The world 

was full of things needing to be done, from basic infrastructure to environmental projects, and interest 

rates were at historic lows. Yet there seemed to be no way of putting the money and the project 

together. Why was this? The simple answer was that the projects concerned were not seen as likely to 

generate a sufficient return to justify the investment. This applied as much to non-environmental 
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schemes as to environmental ones. Yet there was evidence that some environmental schemes could in 

principle generate very high rates of economic return.  

There seemed to be two factors at play here. One was the absence of enough really good 

environmental projects, even for donors willing to fund them, never mind financial investors looking for 

a profit, and a distinct lack of absorptive capacity in developing countries. The other was the detailed 

rules about risk weighting applied not only by commercial lenders but also by the International Financial 

Institutions, which effectively made even good projects appear unviable. Partly as a result, efforts to 

use public money to leverage private finance, for example through the Green Climate Fund, had made 

little progress so far. So-called green bonds were attractive to some investors, at least in the sense that 

those available were snapped up by funds which needed to meet quotas for responsible investing. But 

the scale remained very small. Again, detailed finance ministry rules about risk weighting and liability 

seemed to be at least partly to blame. Perhaps it might be necessary to accept that green financing 

would never come from the big battalions, but would have to come from smaller organisations and 

institutions. 

To what extent might wider changes in investment policies, or divestment policies, in favour of 

environmentally sound activities and projects and against the opposite, start to make a real difference 

to business practices? This was already happening to a limited extent, for example the market’s 

effective abandonment of coal companies, but not on a significant scale otherwise. Companies would in 

the end listen mostly to their financial backers, investors or shareholders, and the latter did not seem to 

be putting much pressure on them for now.  Nevertheless there was behind the news a drumbeat of 

pressure on funds from NGOs and other activists to be more responsible about their investments, and 

more transparent too. Car manufacturers could be vulnerable, as well as oil and gas companies. Some 

public statements, such as the speech from the Governor of the Bank of England in September 2015 

warning investors not to ignore environmental concerns, could be seen as straws in the wind. The 

concept of stranded assets, such as un-burnable fossil fuels on the books of oil and gas companies, 

was increasingly widely understood, if not yet widely acted upon, because of the perception that there 

was as yet no viable alternative to fossil fuels to meet rising world energy demand, particularly for 

transport. We also needed to recognise that many of these assets were in the hands of governments 

around the world, not private companies, and were therefore not susceptible to investor pressure in the 

same way. 

The wider question here was whether the private sector, both business and finance, would finish up 

leading the charge towards more sustainable policies, for practical reasons of their own, while 

governments continued to dither and worry more about short-term priorities such as jobs than the 

environment and long-term issues. We were not sure this would prove to be the case. Companies 

tended to act only when a particular problem, such as lack of water availability, threatened their 

operations directly. They would not usually act out of altruism, or even concern about the planet and 

their children’s future, though individual bosses might be influenced by this up to a point. On the other 

hand, there was no doubt that some companies were beginning to see links between their viability and 

the resilience of the societies in which they operated, and to start to draw conclusions accordingly. 

Parts of the financial industry were having similar thoughts. In some sectors, company bosses had to 

think long term, especially when making new investments, and were beginning to factor in more 

explicitly longer term elements such as the environment in which they would be working. 
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In the end, we suspected, the primary responsibility would always be on governments to set the rules 

and regulations of the game. Even when there was resistance and controversy, when push came to 

shove companies liked clarity and predictability about the rules and would follow them, as long as they 

also thought that overall a level playing field was being created. So governments had to be bolder, 

more imaginative and more focussed on long-term benefits in how they shaped the future context.   

This discussion too came back to the question of how to frame the overall narrative. The discourse of 

fear about coming disaster had not worked in mobilising governments or publics, and tended if anything 

to engender feelings of hopelessness and helplessness. What was required was a more positive and 

hopeful agenda, which fitted better into people’s wider economic and social concerns, as well as a 

more realistic one. On the latter point, while there was certainly no need to accept any suggestion that 

environmental action and economic growth automatically pulled in opposite directions, utopian 

suggestions that environmental action could usually be win-win for everyone could be naive and had 

not worked. There would always be trade-offs to be made, and nearly always some losers from these 

trade-offs. That should be acknowledged up front and wherever possible exit strategy measures put in 

place to help/compensate the losers.  

A case in point was the coal industry in developed countries, now in disarray because of the shift to 

less polluting fossil fuels, and low prices for these. Much of it would no doubt close in the next few 

years, which would be great for the environment overall, but not for those who lost their jobs or 

pensions, and not necessarily for the objective of effective clean-up of the damage done by coal-mining 

by those responsible. These problems needed to be factored in, and appropriate compensatory 

measures taken, not least because this would help soften resistance to change in other industries likely 

to follow the same route in due course. 

One area of interest and difference in all this was the role of technology. Technological fixes to 

environmental problems were seen by some activists as not really legitimate, because they did not 

contain within them the elements of ethics and values which were seen as crucial for moves towards 

sustainability. On the other hand they should not be dismissed when they really could make a 

difference in circumstances where other measures were simply not going to work, or at least not going 

to work in time. Carbon capture and storage was an obvious example. Effective and affordable 

technology could make a big difference to emissions, for example from coal-fired power stations in 

countries like China and India, though it could also be seen as enabling use of coal to continue for 

longer. There was no obvious right answer to such questions but they should be looked at on a case by 

case basis, without either being obsessed by technology, or allowing the best to be the enemy of the 

good for purist reasons. We also noted that technology might be much more relevant, and effective, in 

the area of climate change than in that of preserving biodiversity; and that encouraging more disruptive 

technologies in the environmental area might be a good way of breaking up the lobbying power of 

vested interests. 

Conclusion 

The conference was marked by a desire not to fall into the trap of trying to articulate all-encompassing 

truths, or recommend all-encompassing solutions. As in other areas of modern international life, there 

were no silver bullets, and no simple, multilaterally-agreed  ways forward. Action would be messy and 

taken for a variety of reasons by a wide variety of public and private stake-holders. We needed to keep 

experimenting to see what worked, and then scale that up wherever possible. Such action might often 

be seen as insufficient. It might often feel, as one participant commented, that we were trying to do a 
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complicated jigsaw without the benefit of the picture on the top of the box. But behind the 

disappointments, progress was being made, and understanding of our dependence on a healthy 

environment and a healthy planet was growing. Concepts such as planetary boundaries and natural 

capital were helping with this. Long-term persistence was required to change mind-sets and habits, and 

there would always be plenty of opposition from economic incumbents and potential losers. That was a 

reason to press on and continue the fight, not lose heart or retreat back into a self-comforting bubble. 

This Note reflects the Director’s personal impressions of the conference. No participant is in any way 
committed to its content or expression. 
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