Professor Jacqueline McGlade 10th November 2011

Call for Universal Concern

The society received an invitation for its members to attend a lecture given on 10th November 2011at the premises of the European Investment Bank by Professor Jacqueline McGlade, Director of the European Environment Agency. The lecture, timed to fit Ms McGlade’s hectic official schedule, was delivered a few hours after she had given oral evidence to the European Parliament in Brussels. Her lecture was an antidote to despair, a call to collective action and a plea for awareness of shared responsibility towards our children for the world we bequeath them. While the EEA was conceived of as an information-gathering body, Ms McGlade has made it a force for reflection, an awakener of conscience and a forum for collective action. She calls, in particular, for action to disclose, to mitigate and to reverse the ravages inflicted by mankind’s consumption of Earth’s resources.

Range of Reform Proposals

Her concern is not just for the adverse impacts of climate change but also for the destruction of the ecosystems on which we depend and for the damage that pollution wreaks on human health. According to Ms McGlade, we must correct our excessive material expectations, our misguided public policies the gaps in our statistics and, generally, our scientific ignorance. In particular:

· We should not count on unlimited cheap transport;

· Governments should not subsidise carbon-emitting activities and should tax activities according to their negative climatic impacts;

· EU procurement laws should admit environmental criteria;

· We should deplore the “silo” mentality of government departments, where the left hand knows not what the right hand does, and where departmental policies conflict with, or disregard, each other; 

· Carbon emission statistics should reflect the indirect emissions generated by imported goods and services, and thus state correctly the impact of the high-consuming Western economies;

· Our school education is deficient on the science and sociology of climate change

· We should benchmark climate adaptation policies, to protect life systems and to reduce carbon footprints;

· We should apply carbon accounting to government and business.

This list includes a few of the many ideas spun off by Ms McGlade. She gave a sense that the EEA was helping to drive policy in the EU and to set the programme at world level. 

Instrument of Collective Action

Ms McGlade was also concerned with local environmental issues. She spoke at length of a new web-based project for collective action (“crowd” action) to monitor and to share data on air and water quality and on environmental health. The EEA has launched a site, still in its infancy, called “Eye on Earth”. It is funded by oil-producing countries and the private sector. It could grow into an unparalleled source of public information. It may help citizens devise joint projects, develop shared ideas and hold governments to account. It should make us aware of the effects of our choices and enable us to join forces to extract commitments from our leaders, to enjoin consistency and to hold politicians to their promises. The EEA could, through this channel, place online a simplified climate model used by forecasters. With the help of cloud computing, individuals may soon be able to use the model, even if the full model is so complex that the largest computers are needed to run it.

