
                                                    SGM Speech

The Beagle Campaign, and our many supporters around the world, commend the continuing evolution of The Royal Geographical Society (with IBG).   

We said this in our letter to the Society when we presented the Resolution in March 2007.  And we said it again in our SGM statement, which was recently sent out to the Fellowship by the ERS.   

We did not call this SGM lightly.   We did not secure the Council’s official response until May of last year, a full fourteen months after the Resolution was initially submitted.  Indeed - it was this response, circulated in a dossier of geographical statistics, which was sent to a small number of Fellows last October.  It invited them to become a Resolution signatory and, by that act, empower the Fellowship to have a voice on this very important issue of re-activating our Society’s multi-disciplinary research projects. 

The Society, since 1830, has a history of mounting its own expeditions - more commonly known today, as field research projects.   It organised eighteen of its own important projects between the mid 1950’s and the 1990’s.   All broke even, none drew on RGS funds.   One reason was that the projects attracted leading scientists, whose research objectives were strong enough to gain ample support from foundations and industry.  Many of these projects were invited by host countries to tackle research needs, and those countries often provided facilities and met much of the cost.  The result was a huge body of research and exceptional relations with host country scientists. 

Yet, since 1998, this integral part of the Society’s anatomy – that of mounting its own important projects - has somehow been mislaid.  

We, who have steered The Beagle Campaign, must put the record straight on some misleading statements, which have been circulated. In particular, we must counter the notion that this is in any way a choice between the Society’s own multi-disciplinary projects, or giving grants to support other peoples’ research.  The Resolution asks that it do both simultaneously.  These multi-disciplinary projects should be able to sit harmoniously alongside the Society’s existing curriculum of activities, without detracting from them.  

We believe Council should not impose a limit on exploration and discovery at such an exciting, yet sobering, time of our relationship with the planet. 

If the motion is carried, the monies for these projects will be raised from institutions, industry and individuals.  Despite challenging economic times, funds are available for such projects.  Yes, it is hard to raise these monies, as the Society has experienced.   So what?  Let’s get on with the task at hand and, through geographical endeavour, we will be led to a greater knowledge of Earth and our interaction with it.   Let us start finding how things can be done, rather than arguing about how they cannot.  We are designed to explore; to push out beyond our comfort zones, however hard it is, to make discoveries, and discover what is possible. 

Those supporting the Resolution have been labelled romantic, ambitious and difficult.  If it is romantic to be excited by the opportunities for scientists of different disciplines to come together in the ‘university of the field’, to cross-pollinate their ideas and discoveries – knocking sparks of brilliance off one another - then yes, we are romantic.

If it is ambitious to look beyond the known horizons in the absolute certainty that, beyond them, lie new discoveries: be they geographical, or thematic, then yes, we are ambitious.  

If it is difficult to ask our Society to become the world leader of such geographical endeavour, by all means at its disposal, and call upon its uniquely talented and able Fellowship to participate, then yes, we are, because such extraordinary opportunities should be realised.  

Professor Sir David King, a former scientific advisor to the government, was recently on the radio.  He raised the urgent need for new climatology data, and the immediate importance of bringing groups of scientists together, because existing data was redundant.  As James Lovelock recently wrote:  ‘Our tank is near empty of data and we are running on theoretical vapour.’  

There is an absolute, fundamental and pressing need for new geographical data and discoveries, and our Society has lost a decade of opportunities by neglecting to pursue, with the most enviable reputation in the world at its disposal, its own important projects.  

We urge you to vote for the Resolution, to re-establish the RGS as the world leader and pioneer of geographical discovery, and to restore balance to our great Society. 


