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1970s

Of course the modern environmental movement really started in the sixties, but in Britain it did not really get into its stride until the seventies. The 'new environmental paradigm' which emerged was fresh, stark and unquestionable. Most environmental indicators, including world population, showed a worsening trend. The menace of the Bomb and nuclear war hung over everything, demonstrating the madness of modern society and giving a tangible edge to the apocalyptic mood. 
There was a tremendous sense of urgency to sound warnings and persuade the world to turn things round before it was too late. It seemed quite possible that modern industrial society and environmental quality were simply incompatible. A strict interpretation of what we now call the 'precautionary principle' suggested that only technologies based on already-established materials and principles could be considered safe from unintended and possibly catastrophic consequences. 
This was an important influence on the early development of Alternative Technology, and chimed with a -- rather snobbish? -- revulsion against the vulgarity of consumer society .  The result was an anti-urban, anti-industrial, even anti-rational bias and a wave of interest in Nature and The Natural, in primitive societies, mystical and nature-religions, crafts and back-to-the-land self-sufficiency.

At the same time the strictly environmental agenda was thoroughly tangled up with leftist, feminist and 'counterculture' agendas. It was very confusing: there was a total absence of what we might call 'semantic hygiene', but nobody seemed to care or even notice. It was heroic and highly charged rather than cool and pragmatic: a young person's movement. 

In Britain the famous texts were A Blueprint for Survival , Small is Beautiful, The Limits to Growth and The Whole Earth Catalog,. The house journal of Alternative Technology was Undercurrents. 
For environmentalists of my generation the UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972 was a historic agenda-setting occasion that culminated  twenty years later in the Rio conference. I was there with several friends as part of the 'fringe', staging what must have been the first AT exhibition. We are all still involved in the environment movement. 

In retrospect one of the most important events of the early 70s was the sudden flattening of energy consumption in the Rich North after a century of rapid and continuous growth . At the time everyone thought this was just a political blip caused by the so-called oil crisis, but 30 years is rather long for a blip and we can now see the seventies as the beginning of a new era in energy efficiency brought about not by environmental concerns but simply by market forces and improving technology. 
Conventional wisdom in the early 70s assumed that energy consumption would almost double by 2000, and orthodoxy poured scorn on those radical analysts (including CAT) who argued that economic growth could continue without energy growth. A modicum of smug satisfaction is in order, and we still have the shots in our locker to halve energy consumption over the coming decades.  

1980s

The infamous Thatcher years of Greed and NIMBYism, the eighties did seem a thin time for on-the-ground environmentalism. The novelty and pizazz of the apocalyptic paradigm had worn thin: The End seemed somehow less At Hand than it had, and rest of the world was doing rather well apparently ignoring the environment completely. 

Global warming was just coming onto the agenda, although the observed trends were not clear enough to convincingly support the theoretical case. Some 'new' environmental problems became known, notably the ozone hole and its association with widely-used chemicals hitherto thought harmless. Surprisingly, there was a rapid consensus among both scientists and governments, and the Montreal Protocol is already having measurable effects. This was an important moment because although it was a relatively easy problem to identify and solve it showed what could be done if the will was there, even for global-scale problems.  In fact a great deal of positive environmental activity was going on at 'official' levels. Ministries with environmental responsibilities were created and a great deal of legislation enacted, together with the regulatory bureaucracies to apply it and the higher-education courses to train the new environmental professionals. New pollution-control industries emerged. Many of the basics in fact became mainstream -- as long as they didn't rock the consumerist boat! 

The end of coal in Britain was significant, although ironically many of us resisted it because of our historic links with the Labour movement. I remember 'Support the Miners' leaflets being handed out by the organisers of one renewable energy conference, which if you think about it is really bizarre.

Chernobyl was an electric moment. As the radioactive cloud passed over the CAT site with our water supply open to the sky we could only keep our fingers crossed and drink bottled water. The lesson is probably wider than simply 'Nuclear Power, No Thanks':  it is that any extreme concentration of power is dangerous and it is better to have it distributed over millions of smaller sources. And the same, of course, applies to political power.

On green philosophy I recall a telling moment in 1989 just before the Berlin Wall came down. A young East German woman at the Hungarian border was asked why she was leaving. "In the GDR" she replied, "you have everything you need -- but nothing you want!".  When I heard this, my heart sank. I thought "Damn! She's summed up the programme of the Great Green Utopia in a nutshell, and it's likely to be about as popular as Radio Three". From that point I became convinced we have make greenie stuff compatible with the aspirations of ordinary householders.

The end of the Cold War had complex causes but a lot to do with moral disgust on both sides. The demonstrations at Greenham Common stand out for me as particularly resonant. There were occasions in the 80s when CAT was staffed entirely by men, simply because all the women were at Greenham, and this illustrates the strong links between environmentalism and other progressive movements. Victorians liked to boast, 'My grandfather fought at Waterloo', but how much finer to be able to say, 'My grandmother was a Greenham woman'! 

1990s

I think we could say that by the end of the nineties high-sounding environmental values had become mainstream, and that we had at least captured the moral high ground -- provided, as always, that we didn't rock the consumerist boat.  By now it was obvious the World wasn't about to End soon, and that the desperate predictions of the 70s about 'things running out' and 'global famines' had not (yet) materialised. Energy consumption remained flat. 
Population growth could also be seen in better perspective: that it was also flat or declining in nearly all developed countries, and in the world as a whole had been slowing down since the mid-sixties (although of course it was hard to see a clear trend at that time). 
In the 'rich North' nearly all indices of environmental quality improved, prompting an important debate: has there been genuine improvement or have the filthy industries simply been relocated in the 'poor South'? The resolution of this issue will have enormous repercussions for the environmental movement. Relations with the South were strongly on the agenda, an important factor being the rise of the Fair Trade movement. 

Paradoxically, the various indices of human welfare and quality of life that had been developed as a more complete alternative to GNP, showed a steady decline since the seventies. It is as if we are exchanging physical environmental problems for social and emotional ones. The air is clean and the whales are OK but the kids have nowhere to play and we are all working our butts off trying to keep up with the complexity and pace of post-modern life. Once again the environmental and cultural agendas are entwined:  there are surely social as well as physical, limits to growth.

In the nineties the reality of human-induced Climate Change was officially acknowledged, and some formal steps taken (Rio, Kyoto). It is characteristic of the range of opinion in the green movement that some regard these as encouraging steps in the right direction, signs of much greater things to come, while others regard them merely as cynical, cosmetic sops. As in the seventies this is strongly associated with age, older people tending to regard environmental impacts as pragmatic matters to be minimised or legislated on or traded over, while the younger generation often feel morally affronted by shabby compromises over pollution of something seen in an almost religious light. Any insult to the sacred is a sacrilege.

The collapse of the Soviet system was one really profound event of the nineties. Up to then Marxism had provided the main critique of capitalism for pretty well everybody. Now that capitalism had won, what then? We have now had the chance to develop a fresh, non-Marxist critique of capitalism, but it's not so very different. The image is of a giant pyramid-selling scam that will one day reach its limits and collapse. The big difference is that we can point to real physical limits that were not accepted by Marxists in the 70s.  How will capitalism, the great Houdini of economics, get out of this one? Definitely a space to watch.  
2000s

The most important trend is the shift in global environmental impact from North to South, and a corresponding decline in the influence 'Northern' environmentalism can bring to bear on the global problem. Perhaps some compensation can come from better theories. This will include an increasingly sophisticated critique of world capitalism and attempts to understand what alternatives are possible and desirable for modern societies. In fact philosophy and ethics might get a better press and be recognised as something which can save billions (dollars, people, you name it) simply by making clearer where we are going and what we really want to do. Vast global problems can be made to appear or disappear at the stroke of a changed assumption.

So far the most helpful guide to environmental policy I have come across is to ask myself simply "what would my great great (etc) grandchildren like me to have done?".  This brings it down to earth: at least I can imagine the kind of views they might have.

I expect to see continued refinement of our models of how the environment works, with a continued divergence between cold professional and passionate popular environmentalism. There will be increasingly confident assumptions that most natural systems are self-repairing if left alone. A river for example is usually self-cleaning and you have to work at it to keep it polluted, rather than the other way round. Attempts to restore or clean up disturbed ecosystems often cause more destruction than they remedy, as we found after the Exxon Valdez disaster or the UK 'hurricane' of the late eighties. We shall learn more about when it's better just to leave things to Nature rather than rush in with the ecological US Cavalry just to show everybody that we are Doing Something. 

Another big issue will be an acceptance that economic or technological development is not intrinsically anti-environmental, and in fact the right sort of economic growth can create improvements in biodiversity and other environmental indicators. 'Sustainable development' is a real possibility, and in fact the real enemy of the environment might turn out to be lack of development, along with the kind of mal-development of which we have seen so much already.

On a world scale, improvements in technology will help to mitigate environmental impacts as 6 billion people start to make the transition to modern-type economies, largely in cities. Sooner or later aspirations to quantitative economic growth will have to mutate into aspirations for qualitative growth. 
The green movement will lead the way here, with sophisticated models of sustainable modern living. As in former decades there will be a perceptible difference between the Arran-sweatered simple-life Bohemian wing and the well-heeled techno-bourgeois wing.  I imagine the Bohemians will take the lead initially and quickly demonstrate how to cut use of energy, water, materials and wastes by up to 80%. On the way they will create new fashions and habits which will be widely imitated, but eventually they will reach practical limits. Gradually they will be overhauled by the progress of new technologies pioneered by the Bourgeois/efficiency wing. 
After about 2050, I expect them both to come together in a permanently fruitful dialogue.  The motto of modern life will no longer be 'MORE' but 'BETTER'. Eventually it might mutate into the profound and permanent notion of ‘ENOUGH’.

