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Thirty years ago I was minister of environment and of agriculture in the Northern Ireland Office. During a 

persistent drought I repeated the success of the legendary Labour minister Denis Howell who some years 

before had been Minister for Drought, for Floods and then for Snow.  

He turned on the rain; so did I after being photographed with an unnecessary umbrella when standing on the 

dried mud at the bottom of an empty reservoir. Soon heavy rain refilled it.  

Looking a few days ahead, we can see predicted sunshine and rain without local frost. I worry that wildlife and 

plants may be tricked into the false idea that spring is here. A change of wind and temperature can quickly 

cause the south and the southeast to suffer snow and ice. Birds and animals die, buds are frosted and 

employment, especially in construction, is hit. 

I believe in the widest possible cooperation in response to widescale issues. We can learn from each other and 

we can achieve more together, especially on issues where progress requires clear persistent actions. This week 

at Westminster I watched a passenger roll safely and easily in a wheelchair from a standard taxi to the kerb. 

Everyday I see buses and coaches accessible to people who forty years ago were stuck at home or who needed 

to order transport days ahead. It was about 1987 when as a junior transport minister I endorsed the 

requirement that every London taxi should within 13 years be accessible to a passenger with a wheelchair.  

Just over 13 years from now, we can expect the end of sales of petrol and diesel cars. The massive progress in 

this country cutting carbon dioxide emissions has been impressive, now lower than about 150 years ago. That 

is a reason to continue to set further targets, not a justification for inactivity. 

Some now argue that restrictions should be eased for onshore wind turbines. I am unconvinced and I am 

doubtful about filling fields with solar panels; surely rooftops are better. 

In apprenticeship week, we can recognise the contributions of employers, colleges and apprentices. Skills are 

needed for the future. Since 2010, programmes for over two million apprenticeships have started nationwide. 

These are in many fields including engineering, healthcare and technology. Do not think that automation or 

artificial intelligence means the end of paid work – and never forget the unpaid work of people in every family, 

bringing up succeeding generations and caring for the needs of some of the elderly.  

Our successful response to climate change relies upon a well educated and productive next generation. Their 

successes must be built on the positive actions we take today to decarbonise and build a sustainable industrial 

sector. 

Generations before us experienced and survived major change. Thank heaven that there are no longer 600,000 

workers toiling underground to produce the coal that contributed to excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. 

We stopped baking coal for town gas. The transport industry that depended on horses was not exactly friendly 

to the urban environment. 

Apprenticeships can act as a positive alternative to university. Often, they are a more effective means of entry 

into high-skilled professions. For example, it may take only five years to train vocationally as an accountant 

compared with seven years through university. 

My conviction is that as we decarbonise our lives, at home, at work and in leisure, we can be successful, we 

can have fulfilling life, we can reduce the risk of life-changing consequences of climate change and we can use 

industry, government and campaigning groups for good. 


