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Professor Ian Rotherham, Reader, Department of 
Environment & Social Studies, Sheffield Hallam 
University 
 
An ecologist of 30 years, Ian covers regional environmental 
change, community -led environmental projects and 
information networks, land restoration,  and economics. Ian 
chairs international committees and advises Defra's Urban 
Biodiversity Advisory Panel. Ian is a well known broadcaster 
and environmental journalist.  

 

 

 
I was told to expect 20-30 people so itôs a fantastic turnout and 
well done to the organisers. As my talk is on separation between 
people, communities and environment, I anticipate it being an 
indictment on our attitude to the environment, climate change and 
use of planetary resources. I also have concerns over the 
linguistics of sustainable development and sustainability which 
ethical or moral responsibility to the planetôs bio-diversity.  
 

As an ecologist I am interested in long term landscape change. More recently 
Iôve linked in to social, community and economic issues or drivers over the 
centuries to understand the how our environment has developed. I am 
unsettled by our direction. Some issues are predictable, if not new; the scale 
is accelerating rapidly and we are not thinking cogently.  
 
Research interests include regional regeneration, reclamation or restoration 
of landscapes and economic drivers linking to that via leisure and children. 
Local work includes developing community groups and community action. 
You can make a difference to the environment via your networks, local 
action, community and the ownership with everything else being cosmetic. 
  
The Planet is our home. Years of abuse indicates an inevitable mess. Raised as an environmentalist 
in the Seventies we knew the enemy and it was easy. Although carbon is important long term change 
and the way we have treated our planet have prevented homeostasis, homeosthetic mechanisms and 
we are not functioning.  
 
Starting with the environmental crisis is a shared responsibility which is not always obvious when we 
see people avoiding responsibility. Thereôs a big issue about environment as being long-term when 
we reap the benefits of short term decision-making from the economic crisis. Climatechange crisis is 
not new, just the scale and timescale is unprecedented, for example  
 

¶ The little Ice Age;  

¶ Climate change in Romano-British Britain,  

¶ sea level rise in medieaval times.  
 
New developments facing us are global human footprints, rapid environmental degradation patterns, 
human suffering and related economic cost.  
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Do we carry on as usual, go for green, take local 
action and push for upward responsibility.  
 
Everyone agrees about natureôs beauty; they enjoy 
nature in the country or TV; invariably we give it 
scant regard. The Wildlife Trust and RSPB do 
excellent nature conservation work yet doesnôt 
address far more challenging core issues.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Basic conservation and emerging environmentalism are 
separating. Younger activists donôt know the 
background and have never heard of Rachel Carson, 
Club of Rome or Blueprint for Survival. Yet some 

people can look back and realise they were involved in nature conservation strategies, bio-diversity 
action plans, or sustainable bio-diversity. In the Nineties, Asian and Indonesian crises; economists 
said there is no crisis when the Asian continent was under a blanket of smoke; the tourist economy 
collapsed overnight. Economists ignored BSE and Foot and Mouth Disease.  
 
 
We can develop, change and evolve despite unpalatable 
difficulties. Our economic crisis highlights the need for 
sustainable development rather than unsustainable growth. 
Although the economic system depends upon growth for 
success, infinite growth will cause an environmental or 
economic crisis and increase social tensions. North Africa, 
for example, suffers severe water shortages; people without 
water move to water creating political tension. We have 
developed the Triple Bottom Line to understand the 
complications of environmental, economic, social and 
community values.  
 

Long-term landscape change over many centuries ï including our 
region had problems but we were unable to anticipate scale; planning 
colleagues advised against our proposals on the grounds that 
Sheffield would not be flooded again. This slide shows Sheffield not 
flooding again. Our proposal was painfully inadequate so it is just as 
well that it was not implemented. We are reaping the rewards of long 
term lack of investment and foresight; with cold comfort of being in a 
better position than areas such as Hull which is probably most at risk 
city from sea level change and coast erosion in the world.  
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Major losses of woodland, extinct animal and plant species 
affects climate change and carbon reduction because wetlands 
are carbon sinks. Humber has destroyed well over 2000 square 
kilometres of wetland since the 1700ôs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The bottom left picture would have been wet ground, but is 
now intensive arable. It releases carbon and greenhouse 
gases into the atmosphere. Re-creating the wetlands on a 
large scale will alleviate flood risk and absorb carbon. 
Primarily since World War II, most meadows and 
commons have nearly disappeared, in fairly recent times. 
My historical research into landscapes finds local people 
conserved and managed these commons because they 
valued the open space.  
 

 
 
When the Sheffield commons were enclosed in the late 
1700ôs one petition from local people was to protect 
their rights of peat cutting in urban common land. 
People were still cutting peat in Sheffield during the 
early 1900ôs. As the hub of the industrial revolution, we 
also have a legacy of industry; we are proud of it and 
these slides show part of North Derbyshire; and 
Staveley which had toxic waste explode over the 
landscape in the 1980ôs while poison clouds drifted over 
farms. Much of Sheffieldôs land is heavily contaminated 
with lead, a legacy of medieval lead smelting and heavy 
metal from the 1980ôs.  

 
 
 
 
From Manchester we removed large volumes of peat from Peak 
District moulds resulting in the loss of capacity to mop up water, 
hence flood risk and large volumes of greenhouse gases. Our 
priority for the future therefore is to work for the future to cut 
loss, restore and encourage peat to grow again in order to mop 
up excess water.  
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Environmental quality is making good progress; the biologically dead River Don in the 1900ôs River 
Rother was the second most heavily polluted European river and the Ruhr was the first. We now have 
about 12-15 species of fish in these rivers.  
 
 
Our disregard for the environment, however, is unlimited.  
 
 
Here, our namesake river, meandering River Sheaf with its own 
flood plain, one reason it didnôt flood downstream, is transformed 
into a concrete channel. 
 
 
 
 
 

Another unleashed genieôs bottle is the ailing species, 
Japanese Weed - a garden plant which didnôt flourish 
along water courses and other areas. Ailing species 
cost the UK economy several billion pounds a year.  
Otters are back. The rivers have self-cleansed 
through local involvement from the likes of the Walk 
Trust, Simon Ogden, Mike Wilde and others who 
have worked hard for many years to restore our 
rivers. Initially people said the Don and Rother are 
dead and would never clean up, yet now there 
are kingfishers, herons, salmon and otters.  

 
 

 
 
 
In 2007, Sheffieldôs pollution haze in the distance because 
we are a city; all cities are dirty.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Another award-winning wildlife garden lost to 
us for housing development; politicians were 
asked to reject the application but officials 
alleged no known conservation interests. It is 
lost to us for ever, derelict and access barred. 
Ancient woodland which,was not assessed or 
listed as ancient, irreplaceable woodland; 
another in Moss Valley funded by public 
grants. Conservation management apparently 
bulldozed it; timber was destroyed to the 
distress of locals.  
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WE paid for the destruction of our natural history out of 
our taxes with a conservation grant which razed 1000 
years of history; we are still losing green infra-structure 
including topsoil. 
 
 
 

 
Although we are supposed to communicate 
and engage, the language is counter-
productive. We are losing environmental 
infra-structure; we can use our personal 
power on developers. Local authorities can 
facilitate but people must voice their concerns 
and act. Champions at all levels of decision-
making include David Bellamy and Chris 
Bains who promoted the Wildlife Movement in 
the 1980ôs by accessing key movers and 
shakers.  
 
In the 1990ôs I sought to influence David 
Blunkett for a Wildlife Trust local wildflower 
meadows campaign. Dave asked to visit a 
site on Shirebrook Valley Nature Reserve; he 
couldnôt see, but could smell, touch and hear 
everything. We need to reach a far larger 
audience of influential people.  

 
 
Living in our comfort zone is easy. Involving 
everyone is not about us; we are responsible for 
leaving a safe environment to future generations 
for their future.  
 
 
 

 
Questions we need to ask ourselves include how seriously 
we take global warming? A climate like the south of 
France sounds attractive but the difference between 
weather and climate is that if the North Atlantic Drift goes 
further south the UK will be as cold as Moscow. Global 
warming and climate change might be warmer but could 
easily make our last winter comfortable. A little snow 
brings everything to halt which I donôt recall in my 
childhood.  
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We need to think how to convey complex issues for people to take 
ownership and responsibility. Local politicians are usually better at 
tackling issues because they speak local people about their 
concerns. Politics determines budgets, roles and facilitates action. 
Action, responsibility empowerment, education and engaging 
people are central to changing behaviour and tackling climate 
change.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We can all make a difference. The strategy 
enables us to achieve but is not an end in 
itself.  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 We assume the right to exploit sustainably from bio-
diversity without due regard to the ethical rights and 
responsibilities of other species which share our 
planet.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more information please visit my website www.econet.org.uk which I use to develop my research 
on flooding, the landscape, climate change and sustainable development as well as publishing my 
work as an environmental journalist for local, national and international media. 


