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wettest January for 250 years. This wet weather continued
during February and, in March, groundwater levels were
higher than they had ever been before across the south of
England.

This was a series of events of unprecedented severity:
the biggest, the highest, the longest, the worst of virtually
anything weather-related that you could imagine, other than
drought. A sign of what was happening was that the Thames
barrier, which, when it was first built more than 30 years
ago was raised on average once or twice a year, was raised
50 times in two months over last winter. This was partly
because it was being used as a flood trap to help discharge
water as quickly as possible out of the river Thames. But it
was also because many of those raisings and lowerings were
to counter water surging up the river and potentially
deluging London.

Is it just us?

That was what was happening here in the UK. At the same
time, across the world, America was experiencing the
coldest, iciest winter on the east coast that it has had in
decades, and the middle of Australia was burning to a cinder.
Something is happening to global weather patterns and it
is not just in these isolated periods of extremes. What we
are increasingly seeing here in Britain is changes in weather
‘behaviour’, particularly rain; for example, it used to sweep
in a gentle curtain across the country from one side to the
other. Nowadays, we are increasingly experiencing rain that
stays in one place and drenches a particular location. Can I
put my hand on my heart and say that these increasing
extremes of weather are a direct result of climate change
that is attributable to human greenhouse gas emissions?
No. I cannot say that, but what I can say is I think that what
we are seeing is the first signs of climate change having an
impact. Indeed, what we are seeing is exactly what the
climate scientists tell us we are going to see a great deal
more of as climate change begins to take hold, and that
there will be much more of this sort of weather activity.

I am not alone in seeing this as a problem. Interestingly,

Introduction

It is wonderful to be here, in a prestigious setting for a
very important organisation. I have been reflecting on what
was happening some nine or ten months ago, when I was
the chairman of the Environment Agency and the UK was
facing the most unprecedented series of intense dramatic
weather events that this country has experienced in recent
decades. I remember at the height of the flooding
controversies I went onto Newsnight to face Jeremy
Paxman,3 and his first question was ‘Well, then, who’s to
blame?’, to which I replied ‘It’s the weather, Jeremy’. And
actually it was.

It started on 5 December when a massive sea surge came
down the east coast and round to the south coast of England.
It was higher in many places, particularly around the
Humber, than the east coast surge back in 1953, which
killed 300 people and destroyed thousands of homes. People
were much better prepared and much better warned this
time round – no-one died, but still quite a number of
properties were flooded. And on Boston Stump, in the Fens
in Lincolnshire,4 where they carve lines recording the height
of flooding in successive flooding events, the line for 2013
December is higher than the line was for 1953. That was
followed by intense storms over Christmas and New Year.
The highest waves ever recorded battered the south coast
of England at the beginning of 2014, culminating in the

1 Professor Jack Garner was a leading environmental lawyer
and one of the founders of the UK Environmental Law Association
(UKELA). He gave one of two introductory addresses (with the
late Andrew Lees) at the opening conference of UKELA in
September 1986. He is remembered every year at UKELA’s Garner
Lecture. The 2014 lecture was held on 20 November 2014 and
kindly hosted at the offices of Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer,
London.
2 Former Chair of the Environment Agency, currently
Founding Chair of the Task Force on Shale Gas, which was set up in
October 2014 http://www.shaletaskforce.uk. See also The
Guardian (21 October 2014) http://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2014/oct/21/former-environment-agency-head-to-
lead-industry-funded-fracking-task-force.
3 English broadcaster, journalist and author. He has worked for
the BBC since 1972.
4 The Boston Stump is the local name for the extraordinarily
tall tower of St Botolph’s Church, Boston.
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the World Economic Forum has set out what it sees as the
top 10 global risks facing the world and the world economy
over the course of the next 20 or 30 years.5 Four of those
10 are climate-related risks. In third place on their list are
water crises, in fifth place is failure of climate change
mitigation and adaptation, sixth is greater incidence of
extreme weather events and eighth is food crises. All of
those are climate-related. Other signs are happening
elsewhere. Globally, May 2014 was the hottest May on
record. Thirteen of the 14 warmest years on record globally
have all occurred in the 21st century. The one that is not
one of those 13 was in 1998. At the end of the summer of
2012, Arctic sea ice was at the lowest extent it has ever
been. And looking at what is happening to global seas, sea
level rise over the last two decades has been around 3.2
mm per year, which is about twice the average rate from
1901 to 2010.

So things are happening. It is important that work is
undertaken to understand these changes and to ascertain what
needs to be done by way of response, both in the context of
public policy and predicting our economies in the light of these
changes. Many in government and politics, I fear, do not
understand them. The world of business, on the other hand,
does in many instances understand climate change. Increasingly,
businesses are thinking about their preparedness for the changes
that climate change may mean for them. They are thinking
about the possible impacts on their supply chains, about the
resilience of services and of customers. They are thinking also
about their energy use, about their transport impact, about
their water use and the costs that all of that might entail. Indeed,
it seems that businesses fully understand that using best available
green techniques tends to means less cost and that there is a
good business case for doing the right thing in environmental
terms.

Evidence of this is visible everywhere these days. Look
at what Sainsbury’s, for example, is doing now to ensure
no food waste is sent to landfill; look at what other major
retailers are doing about the use of energy in their stores;
see what Pepsi Cola has done in terms of drastically
reducing water use in its bottling plants. There are all sorts
of businesses, many of them household names across the
world, that have really grasped the importance of all this.

In America, where Congress has comprehensively failed
to understand the environmental challenge and is a block
on any progress whatsoever, the administration – which
does ‘get’ it – can only carry out executive action through
the EPA. Despite the sclerosis in the political system about
climate change, the world of business is actively engaged

in attempting to provide some degree of mitigation. Why
is it, if the world of business understands the necessity for
this, if the warning signs from what is happening to weather
and climate around the world are becoming so clear, that
the politicians are not taking this up more vigorously?
Because they aren’t. The environment is a long way down
the list of public national issues in the political world and
for government. Indeed, I would be very surprised if the
environment had been a topic for discussion on the
doorsteps in recent by-elections in this country.

When this present government came into office it made
some rather brave statements about being the ‘greenest
government ever’.6 I am afraid it has done disappointingly
little to live up to those brave statements. The Green Deal
is a shambles, with virtually no take-up whatsoever.7 There
is a drive against renewable energy amongst ministers and
politicians, which is nothing short of shameful, and I do
not think the opposition is giving renewable energy much
airtime either in terms of environmental concerns.

A lack of political ambition?

So why is there this overall lack of interest from politicians? I
think it is largely due to a number of reasons. First, climate
change sceptics have been given far too much credence and
far too much airtime in recent years. I sometimes despair at
the attitude of broadcasters who say: ‘Well, of course we have
to be balanced. If we have a report on what the International
Panel on Climate Change has said about the likelihood of
climate change and global warming, we have to balance it with
a contrary view’. Why do they have to balance it? Ninety-nine
per cent of scientific opinion is on one side of this debate. Why
should equal airtime be given to the other 1 per cent? There
are, of course, some newspapers who are parti pris on opposing
any sort of anxiety about climate change. Sometimes I wish
Nigel Lawson8 was right, as there is no pleasure to be had in
disagreeing with him. Climate change has not been produced
as some devious socialist plot that is going to take over our
politics – I wish it were. It is a very very unfortunate and
catastrophic fact of life and we have to find ways of coping
with it. The climate sceptics have had too great a run for their
money. We need to make sure that their purported facts and
selective reading of the evidence are countered.

5 Global Risks 2014 (9th edn) http://reports.weforum.org/
global-risks-2014/executive-summary/.

6 UK Prime Minister David Cameron ‘PM’s speech at DECC’
www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-speech-at-decc (2010).
7 The Green Deal initiative was first launched by the UK
government Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC)
on 1 October 2012 and officially launched in January 2013 to
permit loans for energy saving measures for properties in Great
Britain.
8 Rt Hon Lord Lawson PC, Conservative politician and
journalist; Chancellor of the Exchequer 1983–89.
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Secondly, one of the problems is that we all tend to talk
about climate change as a nightmare, but people do not
want to hear about nightmares. They want to hear about
and believe in hopes and dreams. Certainly, they do not
want to think and worry about fear. Clearly, however, there
is something positive that can be taken from all of this, and
I will come to that shortly, but we need to be better at
articulating a hopeful future in a hopeful way. To say that
the planet is doomed is not helpful in getting the right
message across, and better ways of explaining the challenges
ahead must be explored.

Thirdly, I think one of the problems with the way the
environment and climate change are discussed at the
moment is that, for many people, it does not sound real.
Climate change is spoken of in very general terms. Talk of
disappearing sea ice in the Arctic, of rising sea levels and of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere do not make the threat
to the environment sound particularly personal or real for
many people. Clearly, the weather has brought it home to
some of us over the last year or so but, on the whole,
politicians tend to talk too much about the environment as
a very general abstract concept, and people’s eyes glaze
over when they do that. However, if politicians talk to
people about their own little patch of the environment,
they become interested and engaged. A conversation about
the wood down at the end of their road or about the river
that runs through their town or about the bit of wild land
that they have explored since childhood, then, indeed,
people do understand the issues and they know that this
bit of the environment is important. The challenge,
however, is to enable them to understand that the
environment as a whole really does matter and that they
are a part of it. Building the link between global
environmental problems and personal environmental issues
that people care about passionately is vital, because their
personal involvement is what gets them fired up.

Some of the environmental campaigning organisations
are profoundly political organisations, with a small ‘p’. For
example, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
(RSPB) which has, incidentally, more members than all the
political parties put together, works in a way that is truly
inclusive, in which it explains things to its members by
going back to first principles. An interest in a small bird, a
dipper for example, would require an description of the
dipper’s habitat and dietary needs, how the dipper’s
environment might be threatened and, if so, what can be
done about that and how it could be done under the
planning system or through legislation, be it national law
or EU law or, as the case may be, in the global context
through the climate change treaties and protocols that have
been or will be put in place. In this way, people have been

taken from concern about something very small and specific
– a dipper – to an understanding of the broad global issues
that shape the environment in which all of us, including
the dipper, live. That is what the rest of us need to learn to
do – to take people on a journey from the very particular
bits of the environment that they care about to an
understanding not only of existing global legal frameworks
but also of the global challenges of climate change.

The way forward?

I mentioned earlier that I did see some element of hope. What
then is that hope? The first thing to say, which may sound
perverse given that the emphasis so far has all been on how
fast climate change is happening, is that there are certainly
some aspects of the environment that are undoubtedly
improving. During the last 10 years here in the UK, sulphur
dioxide emissions have decreased by 70 per cent, nitrogen
oxide emissions have gone down by some 40 per cent and
even particulates are down by 15 or 20 per cent. Fly-tipping
occurs much less than it used to. Water quality is inching
upwards. Farming practices have been revolutionised over the
course of the last 20 years. These are major successes in these
areas. If we had been told 20 years ago that today we would
find otters in every single county in England, I would have
said you were living a pipe dream, but it is now true – we do
have a cleaner, better place.

When I first entered the House of Commons 30 years
ago, two important environmental problems were acid rain
and the increasing hole in the ozone layer. The Environment
Select Committee of which I was a member in my first
term in Parliament produced a report into acid rain. It was
a good report. We had been to Germany to look at the
impact of air pollution on the Black Forest from some of
the big industrialised areas, and one area of forest looked a
little like a photograph of Passchendaele – with stumps of
trees sticking out of mud. Acid rain has not completely
gone away, although it has been greatly reduced, as indeed
is also true for the hole in the ozone layer. In both cases
this was the result of the international community getting
together, deciding there was a problem and that what the
scientists were saying should be followed in order to tackle
the problem. In terms of acid rain it was reducing sulphur
dioxide and nitrogen oxides; in the case of the hole in the
ozone layer it was getting rid of CFCs. International
agreements were reached to reduce those impacts and the
environment has started to heal as a result.

Climate change is an infinitely greater problem than
either acid rain or the hole in the ozone layer, although
exactly the same sort of process is needed in order to tackle
it, namely scientific analysis and global agreement, followed
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by global action. It is not impossible for us as a world to
achieve this.

The second thing that gives me some hope is that there
is an economic opportunity to be had in tackling climate
change. It will be necessary to invent new processes, new
ways of producing energy, new ways of saving energy, new
kinds of products and new sorts of advice. All sorts of things
are going to be necessary and new, and there are expanding
opportunities to do all of this. Even looking at China –
where currently more wind farms are being built than in
the whole of the rest of the world put together – it is clear
that the government realises that there is a problem with
air pollution and diminishing water resources and that
China needs to be part of the solution rather than part of
the problem. There is an expanding future for finding
economic opportunity in tackling the problems posed by
climate change.

Some proposals

So I am not entirely unhopeful and have made a 12-point
plan to demonstrate what can be done by governments,
the political world and through public discourse to bring
the environment forward in the public agenda.

1. The sceptics need to be confronted and the case
against them made out. Their assumptions should
not simply be accepted. There is no point in trying
to out-sceptic the sceptics; battle must be made
with them. The threat to the environment and the
danger to which that exposes all of us must be made
very plain, together with the seriousness of the
threats to the environment and the challenges
posed by climate change.

2. International negotiation must continue. Certainly,
the Copenhagen Summit (Climate Change
Conference December 2009) was a huge
disappointment,9 and the progress towards achieving
any real change at the Paris COP in 2015 is
depressingly slow.10 However, despite the fact that
some countries are not signing up to binding
agreements, many are making changes towards
reducing carbon emissions. The United States has
reduced its carbon dioxide emissions by 30 per cent
from 2005. China is seriously engaging internationally
with discussion on climate change and is proposing a

cap beyond which it is prepared not to go.11

International agreements should be encouraged,
rather than giving up on climate change.

3. In Britain, bipartisanship is needed. One of the most
remarkable advances in the UK was the Climate
Change Act 2008, which was a pioneering piece of
legislation. It remains so. In the House of Commons
only four members of Parliament voted against the
Act: a remarkable example of bipartisanship at work.
Since then there has been less in the way of consensus
and progress has been comparatively slow. There is
also a new group in parliament that is antagonistic to
climate change response. However, a broad spectrum
of opinion and an agreement across political parties
in favour of reducing the impact of climate change on
the environment through planning, renewable energy
use, energy efficiency, reduction of waste, careful
water use and so on is needed to ensure that the
planned route to combat climate change is adhered
to.

4. A commitment to Europe is essential. Environmental
protection knows no national boundaries. The damage
that affects our environment also affects many other
environments in other countries. One of the reasons
why the UK environment has improved over the
course of the last 10–20 years is because of European
environmental directives, which have required us to
implement and comply with our EU law obligations
and which have forced us to control water quality in
our rivers and river basins, to monitor our use of
nitrogen on land and the run-off from agriculture, as
well as overseeing what is being done in the UK in
relation to waste. That pattern of European directives
has been absolutely essential and, undoubtedly, future
legislation will be required.

5. It must be recognised and further discussed that
pollution and environmental damage tend to harm
the poorest first and most. That is also true globally,
because there are countries in the world which may
be the first to be affected by climate change and
which will struggle to cope. However, it is also
true here in the UK. It is no accident that the
poorest areas in London are on the east side of the
city and wealthier areas in London tend to be on
the western side of the city, because the prevailing
winds go from west to east, and this can be seen in

9 The 15th session of the Conference of the Parties to the
UNFCCC (COP-15) http://unfccc.int/meetings/
copenhagen_dec_2009/meeting/6295.php.
10 The 20th session of COP-20 was held in Lima 1–12
December 2014.

11 Recent agreement in China – US and China (14 November
2014) http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/nov/
14/the-china-us-climate-change-agreement-is-a-step-forward-for-
green-power-relations.
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many other towns and cities around the country,
thereby demonstrating that pollution and poverty
tend to go hand in hand.

6. Planning for uncertainty needs to improve and
increase. The direction of travel in which climate
change is going is clear, including increasing
weather extremes as demonstrated by floods and
droughts, rising sea levels, the melting of the ice
caps and so on, although it is not known at what
speed these changes will happen or exactly when
different impacts will be felt. There should be plans
in place to adapt to all these phenomena and,
importantly, the plans need to be flexible to enable
the appropriate responses to what happens on the
ground. In August 2011 the Environment Agency
developed the Thames Estuary 2100 plan,12 which
set out what was going to be necessary over the
course of the next 90 years in order to protect the
Thames estuary from the risk of flooding and to
protect the habitat and the many communities that
surround it. A flexible time scale was built into
the analysis of what was going to be required, so
that decisions that will need to be taken, be it for a
new Thames barrier – not needed for another 50
years at least – or other barriers on other
tributaries to the Thames, or on sea defences
around the outer estuary and so on, can be taken
at the appropriate time when it becomes clear what
is happening on the ground. This sort of flexibility
in planning policies for infrastructure and for
policy decisions generally is vitally important.

7. Government needs to invest in new research and
new initiatives. This is one of the most important
contributions government can make. To take an
obvious example, of the eight most developed
large-scale demonstration projects for wave and
tidal energy in the world, five are here in the UK,
which as an island surrounded by waves and tides
clearly should be a leader in this field. More
investment is needed to develop some of these new
answers to the environmental challenges ahead. In
the 1970s the UK developed many of the basic
technologies for wind energy but then failed to
capitalise on this initiative, whilst Denmark
invested in, built and sold them round the world.

8. Regulation is important and is a force for good. The
knee-jerk approach to regulation that has
characterised this government13 is not a sensible

approach. Regulation is a very important
environmental tool. There is no point in having
unnecessary regulation, of course. Regulation needs
to be smartly implemented but not prosecuted with
a blunderbuss. The arbitrary abandonment of
regulation, however, would be a disaster.

9. Adaptation will be every bit as important as mitigation
in relation to climate change. I hate these two words,
adaptation and mitigation; indeed, they mean nothing
to ordinary people. Mitigation means trying to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions so as to stop climate change
happening in the first place. Adaptation means coping
with the inevitable consequences of the climate change
that is bound to happen. It is a sobering thought that
even if, as a world, we stopped producing carbon
dioxide tomorrow, climate change impacts would
carry on happening for another 30 years because the
momentum of world’s climate system is almost
impossible to stop. So development of adaptation
policies is important to deal with not only flooding,
but drought, water conservation, energy efficiency
and so on.

10. Government in all its shapes and forms, local and
national, needs to work with the world of business
as business understands all of this rather better than
most parts of government does.

11. It is important to realise that this is a bottom-up
process and that it needs to be a bottom-up process.
It will be businesses, communities, inventors and
individuals that bring progress. Governments and
public discourse can set the parameters, the tone
of the debate and the culture within which all of
this has to happen, but the actual impact will come
from myriads of individuals deciding to do things
and pressing for things to be done.

12. A far stronger voice and commitment to the
environment from government and from all
political leaders is required; in other words, a
thoroughgoing re-greening of our public discourse
and our politics is necessary. This is, I fear, unlikely
to happen immediately, although it is increasingly
going to have to happen. Ultimately, the state of
the environment is going to be far more important
for people’s lives than, for example, the current
recession and the terrorist threats from around the
world; this, to my mind, is the greatest challenge
facing us all now and into the future, and one that
must be lived up to in order to survive.

12 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/thames-
estuary-2100-te2100.

13 Coalition of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats formed in
May 2010.


