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Prof John Sweeney
Reflections on Climate Change
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| began lecturing on aspects of climate change in NUI Maynooth in the
late 1970s. Alumni of a certain age may well remember my faltering
steps in what was generally considered a rather ‘dry’ and theoretical
topic, maybe of interest in explaining past environmental changes in
the Irish landscape, but not really something that would profoundly
affect themselves or their children. It was in the early 1980s that |
thought it would be useful to see what rainfall pattern existed over
Ireland with different wind circulations, something that prompted '
the inevitable question: what if the frequency of these circulations
changed for any reason? The realisation that climate change had
only occurred in the past but was underway in the present, possi
enhanced by human activities, clearly had implications in ma
affecting Ireland. An early paper on the Greenhouse Effectin Ireland
had (an also much younger!) Pat Kenny asking me when we could
expect to see ‘Chateau Wexford' wines, and the press speculating
on Mediterranean lifestyles on the ‘terrazzo-tiled patios' of south
County Dublin. There was of course no significant national research
funding for environmental projects until the turn of the century and

. research was a solitary pursuit for most academics. In Maynooth the
subject of climate change remained essentially a specialist option
~ inflicted by physical geographers frequently on generations of wan-

nabee human geographers who frequently saw its scientific approach
as too far removed from their social and economic interests.
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dry up and the turloughs c aised emotive as well as
entific issues. Indeed ple of the Irish diaspora in
the USA was asked by us about climate change in their native land it
was the cry of the curlew, the loss of the bogs, the change of a familiar
landscape, that worried them most. While at the behest of the EU we
have started to address the problems, and work at the University has
grown by leaps and bounds, culminating in the imminent designation
of the Irish Climate Analysis and Research Centre (ICARUS) as a
fully fledged Research Institute, the magnitude of the problem has
increasingly apparent.

NUI Maynooth has largely retained its academic leadership of the
topic within Ireland and looks forward to addressing many of the key
challenges ahead. Better facilities and more powerful computing
resources have come along and a strong line of research has been
established. Adaptation to climate change as much as mitigation of
it is the new frontier increasingly being addressed by Maynooth's
researchers. But the nature of the problem is constantly evolving.
Climate change has become a watchword for many other issues. It
now carries ideological, ethical and econ onnotations which
take it beyond the realm of the simp . Reconciling such

of another kind. It is clear now that the proble!
cannot be ‘solved' in conventional terms - rath
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satisfaction for future well-being. The log
will not easily be broken and a compref
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with a wide perspective m
may not always be conscious of see a broader context.
But certainly having shared Rhetoric House with colleagues whose
interests ranged across all parts of the disciplinary spectrum |
think the message of the value of diversity got across. Diversity

in approaches and freedom in research offers the best way ahead.
Perhaps, just like the issue of climate change originally emerged,
some seemingly obscure, trivial and apparently irrelevant research
approach may provide the ‘silver bullet; or more likely the ‘silver
pellets'to buy the time necessary to effectively tackle the defining
challenge of our time.
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