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Environment, Wellbeing and Fairness
in the North East of England
It is a great pleasure to be here in the delightful surroundings of Blagdon Hall and
to share with you some thoughts on the environment, wellbeing and fairness. The
timing couldn’t be better, because last Tuesday was the World Environment Day
and the start of a week-long celebration of the 40th anniversary of the United
Nation’s Stockholm Conference on Human Environment. The conference was a
landmark event in the history of environmental actions. Its declaration stressed
that,
“Man has the fundamental right to freedom, equality and adequate conditions of
life, in an environment of a quality that permits a life of dignity and well-being,
and he bears a solemn responsibility to protect and improve the environment for
present and future generations”.i
These words remind us that having access to environmental benefits and being
protected from environmental harms are basic human rights. They also remind us
that with any rights comes responsibility and accountability. So, we cannot ask what
the environment does for us without asking what we do for the environment.
1. Environment
“The potential for us to make progress with environmental issues is limited by the
basic assumptions that we make about nature, the unspoken, often unrecognized
perspective from which we view our environment” ii
The way we respond to the questions of rights and responsibilities depends largely
on the way we understand nature and our relation to it, and the values we attach
to utility, ethics and aesthetics dimensions of our relation to nature. This implies
that the meanings given to the environment differ in different cultures and evolve
over time. iii
A broad ethical distinction can be made between two fundamentally different views
of human-nature relation. One is the anthropocentric view which places humans
at the centre of Universe and considers nature to be at their service. The other is
the biocentric view which considers humans as an integral part of nature and as
members of an interconnected ‘web of life’iv. Although the biocentric perspective
predates the human-centred view of the world, it has remained subservient to
it. Its influence was side-lined after the scientific revolution of the 17th century,
and particularly the rise of Newtonian mechanicsv which portrayed nature as a
machine, a giant clock whose wheels and springs were operating according to
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some hidden rules and structures. The idea was that in this clockwork universe,
human could conquer nature by uncovering its secrets. Thus, in the somewhat
romantic and gendered words of Francis Bacon, “Science would ‘strip the veil’
from nature so that she revealed her innermost self.” vi
Reducing nature to a mechanical system gave the industrial nations both the means
and the right to exploit it. The age of discovery was driven by a desire not only to
explore, but also to exploit nature; a desire that was materialised on an industrial
scale in the 19th century. Places such as the North East became the power houses
of the fossil-fuel-based industrial revolution. While industrialisation brought wealth
for some, it created hardship for others. It also left lasting environmental scars in
the region, in the forms of air and water pollution, contaminated land, loss of
habitats and wildlife, and poor local amenities. The environment was seen largely
as a container of resources to be exploited for economic growth. The collective
wisdom of the time was that environmental pollution and waste were the inevitable
by-products of economic growth and progress, as these statements indicate.
“… If there is one thing more than another that Middlesbrough can be said to
be proud of it is its smoke. The smoke is an indication of plenty of work – an
indication of prosperous times…. We are proud of our smoke.” vii
‘Where there is muck, there is money” viii
Of course, not everyone was of the same view. For some, nature had symbolic
values. It was a source of delight and inspiration, a place in which one could take
refuge in the face of the accelerating industrialisation. The romantic period in the
19th century was, in part, a reaction to the dominant mechanical view of the
world. The great Romantic painters, such as John Constable and William Turner,
drew on nature’s aesthetic qualities for inspiration. For them, “Nature was where
industry was not”ix; it was ‘England’s green and pleasant land’ which had to be
protected from the ‘dark Satanic Mills’, as William Blake put it.
In fact, it was this desire to protect the countryside from encroaching urban sprawl
which drove the planning movement and led to the creation of the Green Belt,
which has since remained one of the most enduring and highly cherished planning
doctrines. Over 6% of land in the North East is designated Green Belt. It is worth
mentioning that some people found the green romanticism of the Victorian era
elitist because, they argued, “Environmental artefacts were to be preserved “for
‘the Nation’, but from ‘the public’ which was frequently regarded as unappreciative
and philistine, representing a threat to this ‘national heritage’”x. Whether we agree
with this or not, one thing is certain: public rights of access to the countryside had
to be fought for in the face of a strong preservationists approach to landscape.
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In the mid-20th century, and as part of the post-war welfare system, concerns for
environmental health began to move up the political agenda. This is reflected in
the following statement from the Medical Officer of Health in 1921.
“The absence of clouds of black smoke which are emitted in normal times from the
large chimneys have contributed to the favourable health statistics of the District.”xi
The focus, however, remained on local amenities and the type of pollutions that were
directly experienced by people, such as smoke, dirt, smell and noise. It wasn’t until
the late 1960s when environment-as-ecology replaced environment-as-amenity
in public imagination and as significant political concerns. There was a growing
realisation that environmental problems were not confined to localities and had
indeed global ramifications. It became evident that local industrial processes were
having global environmental consequences and affecting humans and habitats
in places far away from the sources of pollution. The impetus for the 1960s’
environmental movement came from a series of environmental catastrophes across
the world as well as a number of influential publications such as Rachael Carlson’s
Silent Spring (1965) and an alarming book called the Limits to growth (1972). The
latter was written by a team of system modellers, sponsored by the Club of Rome;
a global think-tank whose founding members were an Italian industrialist and
a Scottish scientist. The message was simple yet powerful: industrialisation and
economic growth had come at a high environmental cost; and, environmental care
and concern is not just desirable, but also crucial for the survival of humanity.
Another event which had strong symbolic effect was seeing, for the first time
ever, satellite images of the Earth which showed its fragility, finite resources and
limited capacity to support life and satisfy unfettered human consumption and
waste. The Stockholm Conference, which I mentioned above, was the apex of this
rising environmental awareness and the need for global action. Fifteen years later,
the World Commission on Environment and Development gave a further boost
to environmental issues when it published its seminal Brundtland Report, named
after its chair Gro Harlem Brundtland, the then prime minister of Norway. The
report coined the most cited definition of sustainable development, advocating
the need for justice within and between generations.
“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of this generation
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs”xii
Since then, we have had a proliferation of environmental regulations by
international and national bodies, and hence witnessed remarkable improvements
in environmental standards, at least in the developed countries. In the North East,
scars of the industrial past have been substantially erased. Rivers and coastal
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waters have been cleaned up. The cleaning of river Tyne, once essentially an open
sewer, has now restored its biodiversity and re-established its otters and salmon
to the extent that Tyne is now the best salmon river in Englandxiii. Air quality has
been improved due to the closure of old industrial plants and coal-fired power
stations and a switch from coal to gas. The amount of waste being dumped in
landfills or pumped into the sea has been reduced. Today, the North East recycles
35% of its household wastexiv. Many of the worst-contaminated lands and
dilapidated buildings, i.e. the most visible legacies of the region’s industrial past,
have been reclaimed and regenerated. Some of the old industrial sites are now
cultural and leisure hubs of the region. Newcastle city, the region’s capital, has
been twice recognised as the Greenest City in the UK by Forum for the Future,
and is now bidding to win the European Green Capital statusxv. And, the region
as a whole is striving to reduce its carbon emissions and move to a low-carbon
economy. Alongside these achievements there has been a growing recognition
that environment, and more broadly the eco-system, plays a crucial role in people’s
quality of life and wellbeing, both objectively, in terms of subsistence and health,
and subjectively, in terms of aesthetic and cultural values.
2. Wellbeing
As with the term environment, wellbeing can also mean different things to
different people. However, as Robert Kennedy once (in 1968) famously said: ‘there
is more to life than Gross Domestic Product (GDP)’, which is essentially an indicator
of economic growth. In 1974, his statement was put to a more rigorous test by
the economist, Richard Easterlinxvi. He found that once a certain GDP is reached,
the strength of the relationship between income and reported levels of happiness
declines markedly. What is now known as the ‘Easterlin Paradox’ showed that
reported happiness has remained broadly level in the United States over 30 years,
while GDP per head in real terms had continued on an upward trend. Evidence
from the Office of National Statistic shows that the same trend can been observed
in the UK, confirming that: Happiness doesn’t increase with growing wealth of
nations.
This begs the question: what are the other factors that matter to our wellbeing?
In 1989, a Chillean economist, Manfred Max-Neef, developed what he called ‘The
Human-Scale Development Matrix’, which has since been used for generating
indices that can measure quality of life by indicators other than ‘wealth, health and
wisdom’. In a nutshell, the columns in the matrix relate to our ‘existence needs’ and
include: being, having, doing and interacting. The rows relate to our ‘value needs’
which are all fundamental for our actual and perceived wellbeing. They consist of:
subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, participation, leisure (idleness),
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creativity, identity, and freedomxvii. The matrix suggests that firstly, beyond the need
for subsistence, there is no single, rigid hierarchy of human needs, and secondly,
the trade-offs that we make between these needs both reflect and constitute our
circumstances, cultural values, attitudes and beliefs. This implies that the impact of
the environment on our quality of life depends largely on what the environment
means for our identity, culture and circumstances. For example, even something
as obvious as a stone, can have multiple meanings. It can mean a historical record,
a boundary marker, or a sculpture, depending on how we use it, and how we
integrate it into our everyday practices, discourses, and representations.
“It is participants in a culture who give meaning to people, objects and events.
Things ‘in themselves’ rarely, if ever, have any one, single, fixed and unchanging
meaning”xviii
Just think about the meaning of the countryside in the English culture. At first,
it presents a paradox. On the one hand, no country in the world is more urban
than England, and none has been urban for longer. On the other hand, there is
no culture in the world whose identity is more bound up with an image of the
countryside than the English culturexix. However, on a closer look, maybe this is not
a paradox after all. Maybe the sheer scale of industrialisation was the very reason
for a distinct meaning of the countryside in English culture. This example shows
that the role played by the environment in our quality of life is largely shaped by
our social histories, cultural identities and individual memories, as shown below.
“Many of us have strong allegiances to places […]. We recognise that nature, identity
and place have strong bonds. Places are process and story as well as artefact, layer
upon layer of our continuing history and nature’s history intertwined.”xx
That is why, despite the smoke, the dirt, and the hardship, the industrial heritage of
the North East is as much, if not more, part of its identity as its great landscapes.
In his survey Easterlin did not ask his interviewees whether the environment played
a part in their happiness but, the Office of National Statistics, which is assessing
wellbeing, has done so. Their preliminary findings indicate that although the
environment is not as important as family, health and relationship for people’s
sense of wellbeing, it is nevertheless an important factor and for some is central to
their wellbeing, as this respondent suggests.
“Nature and the environment has to be at the top of the list. Without it none of
us live. And for me personally it helps make my life worthwhile. Nature is healing,
inspiring and a good balance for what is important in life.”xxi
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People care deeply about the environment in which they live, work and play. The
quality of environment affects our health physically and mentally. Being in contact
with nature inspires us, and gives meaning to our lives.
3. Fairness
If we agree that the environment plays a crucial role in our wellbeing, it is critical
that its benefits are distributed fairly. Is this the case? Before I address this
question, it is important to clarify an important point: unequal distribution is not
necessarily unfair. However, unevenness becomes unfair if it coincides with: social
inequalities, physical and cultural vulnerabilities, a lack of participation, an absence
of compensation, or the inability to exercise free choice.
It is true that in the North East we are blessed with: large expanses of green and
blue spaces, numerous heritage sites, historic gardens, picturesque villages, and
rural retreats, and many more environmental treasures. But, it is also true that the
North East remains a region of contrasts of wellbeing, health and wealth. Parts of
the region are among the most deprived in the country and parts of it are among
the most affluent. For example, in 2004, 38% of the region’s population were
living in the 20% most derived areas, a higher proportion than any English region.
Inequalities within and between different parts of the region severely reduce the
life chances of people from cradle to grave. Children born in poorer areas do less
well at school, are likely to earn less, suffer more ill health and disability, and die at
a younger age than those born in more affluent areasxxii.
The question for environmental fairness is whether disadvantaged people also
suffer disproportionately more from pollution and degradation and/or have
disproportionately less access to environmental assets than the affluent population.
The evidence suggests that this may well be the case. For example, in the UK,
“around 0.2% of people living in the least deprived areas may experience 4 or
more environmental conditions that are ‘least favourable’. This rises to around
17% of people living in the most deprived areas.”xxiii A disproportionate number
of ‘hazardous substances consent sites’, such as landfills, are located in wards with
a higher proportion of ethnic minority populationsxxiv.
In the North East, 80% of polluting factories are in areas with below average
incomes.xxv A study undertaken by myself and my colleague Dr Elizabeth Brooksxxvi
on environmental justice in Newcastle City shows patterns of unequal distributions
of environmental benefits and burdens which in some cases can be considered
as unfair. For example, there are higher levels of air pollution, caused by road
traffic, in the city’s most deprived wards which have low levels of car ownership
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and high levels of hospital admissions for respiratory illnesses. Although these
levels of pollution do not exceed European-set threshold limits, their higher level
in poor areas with vulnerable population is unfair. The deprived riverside wads
are also home to a cluster of waste-processing plants, and some of the remaining
contaminated land. Housing condition, which probably matters most to people’s
wellbeing, is also poorer in these wards.
When we look at the distribution of environmental benefits, quality and
accessibility are as important as availability. Newcastle has over 8.4 hectares of
green spaces per 1,000 people, which is much higher than, for example, Coventry
which has 5.7 ha per 1,000 people. However, over 20% of the publicly accessible
greenspace in Newcastle is concentrated in the Town Moor. The distribution of
the remaining greenspaces in Newcastle is much less even than in Coventry.
Proximity matters because, research has shown that the extent to which people
benefit from greenspaces (in terms of recreation, aesthetics, physical and mental
health, neighbourhood development, noise regulation, and air pollution reduction)
depends on the distance of their home from themxxvii. Similarly quality and appeal
of greenspaces are key factors in their use by vulnerable groups. Women, older
and disabled people are less likely to use parks if they are kept in poor conditions,
have poor access, and lack safety and facilities. The study includes more examples
which I won’t mention for the sake of brevity.
The key point is what I mentioned earlier: access to good quality environment is a
basic human right but with that right comes the responsibility for enhancing the
quality of the environment. This responsibility is not just for the sake of current
and future generations, but also for the sake of the environment itself. Fairness,
according to Amartya Sen (a Noble laureate for economics), is ultimately about
capability and freedom because, “Freedom to choose gives us opportunity to
decide what we should do, but with that opportunity comes the responsibility for
what we do”xxviii. Here in the North East, we live beyond our fair share of Earth’s
resources. The ecological footprint of the average person in the region is estimated
at about five hectares. If everyone in the world used this amount of land, we
would need three planets to live onxxix. We only have one!
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