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I would first like to say thank you to the Berlin Philharmonic, Berliner Festspiele and Peter Hauber for this extraordinary gift. The World Future Council is honoured and grateful for your support at this crucial moment in world history – a moment when humanity stands on the precipice of not one or two disasters, but many.

We face a number of “tipping points” in the world today, each of which threaten our common future, and the future of the planet. The world today stands at the tipping points of nuclear disaster, armed conflict and climate chaos. So far we have been unable to prevent our planet and our civilisation from descending down a dangerous path.

The World Future Council was established to provide a voice for future generations; to speak up for generations to come, and to warn generations living today of their obligations toward the future. It was set up to counter the chronic disease of short-term thinking that pervades the worlds of politics and business.

This short-term thinking has led to many disastrous policies in the world today. If we had only looked ahead, into a world where fossil fuels were exhausted, surely we would have made efforts to break our out-of-control oil addiction and invest heavily in renewable energies? If we had only looked ahead, into a world teetering on the brink of nuclear disaster, surely we would have enforced worldwide nuclear disarmament? If we had only looked ahead, into a world destabilised by armed conflict, surely we would have taken some other path besides waging illegal, immoral and unwinnable wars? 

 “To see what is in front of one’s nose requires a constant struggle,” wrote George Orwell. But that is precisely the challenge set for us. Future justice requires that the inhabitants of the future be treated justly and equitably. 

That cannot happen so long as our governments are implementing policies designed only to satisfy short-term needs, at the expense of future generations and the planet. But the solutions to our major problems are there to be found.

To avoid nuclear disaster, world governments must commit to ratifying the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and end the production of fissile material for weapons use. All nuclear weapons must be taken off “high alert”. All nuclear states must guarantee never to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear states. An international treaty must be agreed to prevent the arms race in space. And, as quickly as practicably possible, nuclear weapons must be permanently eradicated from every corner of the Earth. All we lack is political will.

The threats to world peace have escalated dramatically in the last decade. But there are simple steps we can take. An international arms trade treaty must be established. War criminals must be prosecuted to the maximum extent permitted by international law. Crimes against humanity must be treated with the utmost seriousness. Cluster munitions must be banned worldwide. Torture must be stamped out. The extraordinary renditions and “disappearances” that the global community has so shamefully allowed the US to repeatedly perform in recent years must stop immediately, and must never be allowed to happen again. All we lack is political will.

To perhaps the greatest threat humanity has ever faced, that of climate change, there are a thousand things we can and must do. If we wish to avert global climate disaster:

We must not allow governments to let us down again in Copenhagen with the successor to the Kyoto protocol. We must establish what the ideal Kyoto Plus agreement would look like, and our criteria for setting out the terms should not be what is politically possible, or economically preferable in the short term: they must be what science tells us is required save the planet and global justice demands of us. Kyoto has proved to be an inflexible and bureaucratic instrument that allows for evasive tactics by governments and industry, but we cannot allow any new agreements to be just more “lip service”. Caps set in treaties defined by compromise will invariably represent inadequate commitments.

We must establish an International Renewable Energy Agency, or IRENA, to foster and promote the adoption of renewable energies worldwide. Only renewable energy can safely and efficiently satisfy global energy demand. It is very encouraging to see the German government give its support to the establishment of IRENA. Indeed, Germany has led the way in many respects, thanks in large part to the Feed-In Tariff legislation pioneered by “solar champion” Hermann Scheer.

We must demonstrate, through appropriate case studies, that the world’s cities – in which 50% of the global population lives – can be operated solely on renewable energy.

We must spread Feed-In Tariff legislation throughout the grid-connected regions of the world as a key tool for accelerating the renewable energy revolution.

We must transform taxes on energy into taxes on emissions, fuelling the supply and demand of emission-free energies.

We must embark upon a global programme of forest protection and reforestation. The potential for 10 million km2 of new forests currently exists that could help stabilise CO2 concentration at 350 ppm.

We must establish a new international initiative to combine biosphere protection with restoration. We must put an end to the decline in terrestrial biodiversity.

We must acknowledge that nuclear power does not protect the climate. The water consumption of nuclear plants is tremendous. There is no reason why we should fight the dangers of climate change with the dangers – and financial burdens – of nuclear energy.

We must eschew “carbon capture and storage” technologies. In most cases they are not likely to be efficient or cost-effective, and the storage of CO2 can even be dangerous.

We must hold companies and governments whose practises put the environment and human life at risk accountable for their crimes.

Again, all we lack is political will. But that is precisely where the World Future Council comes in: by working directly with policymakers, and by advising them of the possible future consequences of our current dangerous lifestyles, we aim to combine ethical leadership with up-to-date practical knowledge. We aim to influence governmental policy around the globe in a sensible, sustainable direction.

We cannot do this without the generous support of our donors, nor can we do it without events like this. So allow me to thank you again for coming; allow me to thank the Berlin Philharmonic as well as the Berliner Festspiele; and allow me to thank the many organisers who made this event possible. We, and future generations, are in your debt.

