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This week I have been thinking about the reduced pollution on our streets and in the skies above. 

My father concluded a college reunion speech: ‘We look with affection to the past, admiration to the present 

and confidence to the future.’ 

Knowledge comes from challenge, doubt, argument, discussion, openness in disagreement and new ideas. This 

week I heard that a long-term friend Sir David Cooksey is becoming an honorary Fellow of the Royal Society for 

his contributions to science, including development of the important Crick Institute. Also, Sir Adrian Smith, 

leader of the 2004 Report MAKING MATHS COUNT, the Inquiry on post-14 maths education, is president-elect 

of the Royal Society. 

Age 12 I asked a great-great uncle aged 80 where he had been at university. He said he had not. After life in 

the Survey of India, he developed earth sciences at Cambridge and he was elected FRS. 

At the memorial service for George Porter, former president of the Royal Society, the congregation heard that 

the week before he gave his first paper on Free Radicals (the subject for which he was awarded the Nobel 

Prize), the then president had declared there were no such things as free radicals. George, later Lord Porter, 

started: ‘Assuming there ARE free radicals . . ‘. 

Over 2,000 years before, the Greek astronomer and mathematician Aristarchus of Samos challenged the 

geocentric theories of Aristotle and Ptolemy with the opening words: ‘Assuming the moon goes around the 

earth and that the earth goes around the sun . . .’. The history of challenge is the only way to make more 

possible progress. 

There are lessons from Tuesday’s episode of The Life Scientific, the BBC radio 4 broadcast and podcast by 

Professor Jim Al-Khalili. This week he discussed air pollution with the distinguished scientist Frank Kelly to 

whom we owe much of our knowledge of the dangers of pollutants through the use of diesel engines. 

Frank Kelly now chairs the government committee on the medical effects of air pollution. His first research was 

on the damage of free radicals. Ten years after I was the minister working to reduce pollution from petrol 

engines, a successor government encouraged us all to switch to diesel cars to reduce carbon emissions. He 

noted they were worse for our health – and that manufacturers were not being open about diesel emissions. 

He and I agree that we should be using our cars less. 

My father said you cannot always rely on the buses; he tried to live within a 30 minute walk to his office. That 

is not possible for everyone. We can, when changing job or home, try to reduce the cost in time or money of 

commuting by shortening the journey. I did that once but by the time I moved in, my work had moved twenty 

miles away. 

During my service as local MP, I have admired and supported the real progress in science subjects and 

mathematics in all our schools and colleges. Adrian Smith can be pleased that his major recommendations are 

fruitful. Through better practice at primary level to continuous support to maths and science teachers at 

higher stages, everyone can be proud of improvements, making maths fun and fruitful. I look forward to the 

time when all children and teachers are safely returned to school. 

We can gain from a sense of proportion, we can be intrigued or amused by puzzles, by nature, and by 

literature.   

Let us have confidence in the future; let us support each other developing it together. 


