NK Association of British Orchestras Conference, 25 February 2009-04-02

CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY
Mr Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is a great pleasure for me for join you – as Chairman of the British Council – to open this Conference. 
I’m also very pleased to add my welcome to you to Cardiff and to this magnificent Millennium Centre which provides a World Class home for the World Class Welsh National Opera… and is a short distance from our unquestionably World Class Millennium Stadium, home of our demonstrably World Class national rugby team;  a stroll away from our SWALEC Cricket Stadium – venue for the first test against Australia in July and therefore, patently, World Class;  and mere minutes away from the Cardiff City football Stadium which will open in August and is being built to standards which are…. World Class.
I won’t continue in this vein – modesty forbids it. Indeed, in this City, we now have a level of humility which is so self-deprecating, so self-effacing that it can fairly be described as… World Class.

Ladies and gentlemen, there are doubtlessly some in the broad orchestral profession who, told that climate change was bringing an end to the World would ask which band had got the gig, who was conducting and would they be doing Wagner or Shostakovich.
Others, more pointedly, would ask why an Orchestra Association should exercise itself about the issue of global climate change.

For me, there are two obvious answers to that question:

First, it is certain, from the massive accumulation of physical evidence, that our planet is in peril.  It is equally obvious that we who have produced the menace of climate change must find and follow the means of combating it. And it is also clear that successful resistance will require every government, every business, every organisation and – crucially – people of every kind and culture to pursue that course, to do it together, and to do it now.  The only choice is between reducing carbon emissions urgently through a mixture of voluntary changes in behaviour, legal encouragement, and technological advance, or to delay and then be forced to cut CO2 in conditions of desperation and authoritarianism. 
Second, and of particular relevance to me and everyone else here:  when the possibility of the end of Creation has moved from science fiction to science fact, it is clear that creative people of every sort and talent are compelled to be actively engaged in resisting the cataclysm.  

And since – as always - the precondition of solution is comprehension, the genius of creativity has to be employed in explaining the threat, generating awareness of its implications, and stimulating efforts to avert disaster. Music, together with the other performing and presentational Arts, therefore has a vital role in that ignition of understanding. 
That is not new, of course: Music has always been used - and is used – to portray and dramatise every collective and individual human experience from birth to death, war, love, hate, peace, beauty, ugliness, oppression, liberation, ennui and ecstasy, misery and joy.  Indeed, only complacency and resignation are absent from the repertoire of composers and performers. It would consequently be more than strange if the greatest emergency facing this and future generations was to be neglected by the most evocative of all the Arts, music. 
If the Association of British Orchestras is asked, therefore, “Why are you bothering yourselves with climate change?”  you could answer with authority, “Because music cannot be inert or insensible.  Music just doesn’t do apathy.”
For those who still don’t perceive the full relevance you might also add that, because music erases barriers and borders and liberates mentalities from convention and geography, it has a particular power to mobilise minds and illuminate insights which commonly exceeds that of political manifestos and scientific treatises.  Music inspires as it entertains. Music invites expression as it produces enjoyment.

Above all, music engages people.  And that is why it has a critical part to play in arousing and sustaining understanding of the reality and the threat of climate change and – because motivation requires positives – raising awareness of the antidotes to catastrophe too. 
I therefore congratulate this Association on the sense of responsibility which you are demonstrating by addressing the vexed issue of climate change and by taking up the testing challenge of combining the performance mobility which is essential to flourishing orchestras with the environmental sustainability which is vital to humanity.
Indeed, I think you deserve special praise because you are beginning by focussing on the practical question of what you can do to contribute tangibly to the effort to reduce carbon emissions and not leaving it to be dealt with by manufacturers, and scientists, and legislators and regulators.
It is easy, of course, to be daunted by the scale of the global condition. Even if, over the years, you do achieve higher standards of sustainability in the greener offices, orchestras and concert halls that feature on the agenda of this Conference, there will still be some who will say that the outcome is puny, a miniscule contribution to a secure environment. When they do, tell them the abiding truths that it is better to be part of the answer than part of the problem and that progress does not have to be perfect to be useful or – as Tesco would put it – “every little helps…”
That incremental approach to advance is the only rational course. It is what Sidney Webb called, in another context, “the inevitability of gradualism.” It has guided my organisation, the British Council, for 75 years and, from tiny beginnings in the tense years before the Second World War, its work of building understanding and trust between peoples and cultures has reached and benefited hundreds of millions of individuals through education and creativity of every kind.

Patently music – the language that needs no translation – has always been, and is, central to those activities, and for 73 of those 75 years we have had repeated and fruitful associations with orchestras, beginning with concerts for a group of visiting European music critics by the LSO under Landon Ronald, the Royal Philharmonic under Hamilton Harty, and the BBC Symphony Orchestra under Adrian Boult. 
Cathy Graham, the British Council’s Director of Music – here today, is ensuring that orchestral music continues to be an integral part of our work. She, like me – like everyone here today - believes that in the UK we have orchestras to be proud of.  Fed by our fine – if woefully underfunded - youth orchestras, and set to be enriched by initiatives such as “In Harmony”, they are outstanding ambassadors for our country, not only because of excellent musical standards but also because they achieve, by definition, the personal contact (what the British Council calls “people to people diplomacy”) that establishes the foundations of understanding and empathy. 
Naturally, I wish that the British Council could do more. But what we have done – and will continue to do – is enable young people and professionals in the UK to engage and exchange with their international counterparts. For example: 

· As you may recall, the British Council brought 12 Chinese orchestra and concert hall managers to last years ABO Conference as part of a study visit to the UK.  And a party of 16 concert hall and theatre directors from China are currently in Cardiff to discover more about the excellent education and outreach work of our British arts venues.  We know from experience that the result will be new partnerships and collaborations, and an increase in engagement between both countries.

· We were also able to support the Scottish Chamber Orchestra’s recent 6-city tour of India where they have been receiving huge acclaim for work by, and with, the renowned Indian sarod player, Amjad Ali Khan.
· Last November the partnership between the British Council and the BBC Symphony Orchestra enabled Turkish musicians to work with their British counterparts and students to create greater mutual understanding of Turkish and British music. Obviously, that was creditable in itself, but it was also important in the wider context of Turkey’s particular place as a bridge between East and West.
These are recent examples and there are many more British Council work of establishing and nourishing cultural and educational relations in over 100 countries throughout the World. 

To give encouragement to those who appreciate cumulative results of sustained effort, I’ll just mention a few instances of our environment initiatives: 
In 2005 / 2006 the British Council undertook the ZeroCarbonCity campaign to raise awareness and stimulate debate about climate change and the energy challenges faced by the World’s greatest cities. The programme involved activities in over 60 countries and reached over 8 million people.
In collaboration with the Natural History Museum, we brought around 60 international students to London in July 2007 to attend the International Student Summit, 'Greening Cities'. They together with the 130 British students who joined them have since reached scores of thousands of people in their illustrated lectures and displays.
Our global project called International Climate Champions took students from across the World to meet Environment Ministers at Kobe in Japan last year. Those youngsters are now getting their message of explanation and action to many thousands of pupils and students in their respective countries. 

David Buckland the founder of the Cape Farewell Expeditions is here, I’m glad to say and I’m sure that he’ll refer to the partnership between his organisation and the British Council which enabled an international group of students to sail to the Arctic and compile a truly remarkable photographic record of their voyage which they are now exhibiting as a means of generating wide public knowledge about the massive climatic damage already inflicted on the polar region. 
Gradually but continually and more widely all of these efforts are mobilising the intelligence and engagement of young people in the cause of combating climate change. In four years they have reached around 10million people between them and they’ve consequently been reducing ignorance and passivity. 
I offer my best wishes to the Association of British Orchestras in your efforts to do much the same. On behalf of my children and grandchildren I wish you every success. 
I also wish you well for a stimulating and fruitful two days in Cardiff. I hope that your deliberations will help you to contribute new thinking to meeting the challenges of combining mobility with sustainability and that you earn the highest accolade – emulation.
Then everyone will be better off…
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