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It’s not all doom and gloom 
for Planet Earth...quite yet
Ahead of Earth Optimism Day, Professor Andrew Balmford, from the University of 
Cambridge, tells ADRIAN PEEL we need to change the conversation around conservation.

W
hen you think about 
man’s impact on the 
planet, does it fill 
with you despair? 

With rainforests being chopped 
down, pollution blighting our 
oceans, habitats being 
destroyed by construction and 
endangered species battling for 
survival, you could hardly be 
blamed for that.

But on April 22 – which every 
year since 1970 has been 
marked across the globe as 
Earth Day – there will be some 
reasons to be cheerful.

Known this year as Earth 
Optimism Day and taking place 
in cities from Cambridge to 
Honolulu, the initiative will 
focus on the positive 
conservation stories that 
emerge from the tales of  woe.

Taking place locally at the 
David Attenborough Building 
in Pembroke Street, 
Cambridge, it will feature talks 
by leading conservationists, 
naturalists and celebrities. 
Visitors will discover what is 
happening in the 
Cambridgeshire countryside 
and learn about what’s going 
on in other parts of  the world, 
from the Amazon to 
Madagascar’s mangroves. 

Experts will explain how, 
among other things, critically 
endangered species are being 
brought back from the brink, 
how forests are being restored 
and how waste is being 
removed from our oceans.

Speakers will include 
primatologist and ethologist 
Dame Jane Goodall and 
Harvard psychologist Steven 
Pinker, who will close the 
event by explaining 
how society can 
change for the 
better. Also  
imparting 

his knowledge will be 
Professor Andrew Balmford, 
professor of  conservation 
science at the University of  
Cambridge, who told the 
Cambridge Independent: “Earth 
Optimism Day is the brainchild 
of  an extraordinary person 
named Nancy Knowlton, who’s 
at the Smithsonian in 
Washington. It came about 
because quite a lot of  us – 
Nancy and myself  included – 
have for quite a long time been 
concerned that the tone in 
conservation’s engagement 
with the outside world is to tell 
people that the world’s falling 
apart and it’s very serious.

“And it’s undoubtedly the 
case. What happens in the next 
20 or 30 years is going to 
determine whether we carry on 
into a mass extinction event of  
the sort that hasn’t happened 
for 65 million years – it’s that 
serious. But, you never change 
the world by just saying 
‘There’s a huge problem’ – you 
have to try and engage people.”

Professor Balmford, whose 
research focuses on planning 
conservation, comparing the 
costs and benefits of  
conservation and how it can be 
reconciled with other 
activities, said: 
“Fundamentally, this is about 
human behaviour – it’s not 
about what creatures are 
doing, it’s what we’re doing – 
and you have to give people 
ways they can 
grasp the 

problem. They have to be 
enabled to not despair and give 
in, but to think what they can 
do in their own lives.

“The realisation a growing 
number of  people have come to 
is that there are loads of  ways 
in which conservation is 
succeeding around the world. 
There are lots of  projects, 
activities and initiatives that are 
succeeding, they just don’t make 
the news as much as some of  the 
dire stuff  – we need to get that 
out to change the conversation. 
It’s about inspiring and 
empowering people.”

Professor Balmford reflected 
on how he ended up on board 
for this event: “Nancy Knowlton 
came to Cambridge last year to 

talk about a vehicle she had set 
up to convey good news stories 
about the oceans, called Ocean 
Optimism, and at the end she 
said ‘I’m going to set up Earth 
Optimism and we’re going to 
launch it on Earth Day in 2017. 
Do you want to be part of  it?’

“So there are going to be 
simultaneous events in several 
cities around the world which 
are all around this notion of  ‘It 
doesn’t have to be like this – 
there are good news stories we 
can celebrate and learn from’.”

Cambridge’s Earth Optimism 
Day coincides with a three-day 
summit in London and 
Washington DC from April 20-22.

For more, visit 
cambridgeconservation.org/
earthoptimism/ and 

conservationoptimism.org.

The deforestation rates in 
the Brazilian Amazon have 
slowed to a third of that in 
2004 – let’s slow it down 
more this year by choosing 
what we buy and eat

Carbon emissions have not 
risen for a third consecutive 
year – let’s make 2017 the 
year they go down

Numbers of some of our 
rarest creatures, from blue 
whales to bitterns, are 
on the rise – let’s support 
projects that save more

The combined size of the 
marine protected areas 
created in 2016 is almost 15 
times the size of the  
UK – let’s keep the 
momentum going

Four reasons 
for optimism
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