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Herons Hall
_________________________________
Nash, Canterbury, Kent CT3 2JX UK

An Open Letter to Sir Gordon Conway KCMG, FRS, President of the RGS                        29 April 2009
Dear Beagle Campaign,

 

I have been perusing the academic projects that the RGS currently puts forward in its website as examples of their commitment to research. These, they say, will bring new knowledge and improved understanding of the world and the potential to apply that knowledge to solving some of the many challenges facing society and the environment today. 

 

I have worked all over the world involved in actually partnering communities and Governments in changing what they do to their environment and improving both communities’ standards of living and the economic and environmental sustainability of their and their Government’s behaviour. These have not been merely academic or research indulgences but very large scale projects indeed that I have designed with others in China and South East Asia backed by the ADB, World Bank, GEF, sovereign Governments and many other smaller institutions. They work. They are creating new futures.

 

The projects that the RGS is promoting now, as opposed to the large scale field expeditions that they used to organise, until the smaller academic IBG took over, are not concentrating the Society's limited firepower and budget on a single focus that produces long term results.  Those expeditions left a social and research legacy still felt today. Instead, the RGS is dissipating its budget on superficial and inconsequential lightweight academic work that will change nothing except perhaps improve those University's Departmental RAE score.

 

Two projects put forward by the RGS in defence of their protestation that they maintain the integrity of the Society particularly draw my attention as examples of where the Society is misdirecting its mission. One entitled, 'Global change and post-socialist urban identities' says it will bring together an international, inter-disciplinary group of researchers working on issues of post-socialist urban identity for two international workshops leading to a major publication and further grant applications, and that through these activities the project will develop a research agenda for the study of post-socialist urban identities and advance theory which will shape geographical approaches to urban identities more generally. Another entitled, ‘Children and global change: Experiencing migration, negotiating identities’ suggests that earlier studies usually make explicit reference to processes of global change, but rarely interrogate the concept of global change, what it means for children in different migratory contexts and how migration affects children’s reflexive negotiations of their identities. This project will explore the implications of global changes in migration patterns and processes for the construction - and reconstruction of the national, social, cultural and political identities of children and young people.

My scientific and international experience strongly suggests to me that neither of these projects is academically robust, likely to change anything on the ground, improve the status of the environment or the social woes of the world, and they are frankly to a large degree incomprehensible. In other words, they will make no difference to anything other than those prosecuting the work. What are “post-socialist urban identities” exactly? What are “children’s reflexive negotiations of their identities” precisely? And does it matter? And will this work educate the future ways we can help the world?

There is a widespread feeling that the Society has lost its way and is losing the respect of the country. 

Yours sincerely,

Ian
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