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Dear friends of our Natural Environment!

While the UN-decade has reached its five years anniversary, an Åbo Akademi University (ÅAU) special concentration on cross disciplinary environmental research celebrates ten years of special efforts.
As the current chairman of the steering group for this focused activity I will now tell you something about what we have done, and what lessons we think we have learnt so far.

Early initiatives

Quite early ÅAU reacted upon the growing awareness of our special responsibility for the natural environment. Already in 1974 a chair in (assistant professor) in Ecology and Environmental Control was established, with Erkki Leppäkoski as its first professor. In 1991 a new, multidisciplinary study of Environmental questions started, offering students a package of up to over 100 study credits. About 30 different courses yearly, offered within 6 different faculties are available. This has resulted in a total of over 400 courses since 1991. 
The development of this multi disciplinary education was from the start coordinated by the Centre for Continuing Education at Åbo Akademi University (both in Åbo and Vasa).
Through this Centre ÅAU (and not least the two persons of Paula Lindroos and Ea Blomqvist) has played a decisive role in the Baltic University Program, both on the international and the national level.
The Centre has also been important for ÅAU’s part taking in The UniPID-network since 1997.

Special efforts 1999 ->

Thanks to the Åbo Akademi Foundation, ÅAU was able to develop its special interest in environmental questions from the year 1999 onwards.

Some new positions were created, among this a new Chair in Marine biology (called Tallgren’s chair, because it’s was to the honor of the former treasurer of the Foundation, Professor h.c. Carl-Olof Tallgren that this chair was founded). Its first holder is Erik Bonsdorff.
At the same time a steering group for the coordination of both research and education in environment and sustainability was established.
Due to a yearly grant of almost 100.000 euro, a huge number of environment-related works have been put forth and supported.

· Continuing support has been given to the multi-disciplinary study courses on environmental questions, enabling new courses to be effected.

·  Smaller scholarships for younger researchers (mostly doctoral students) have been granted – about 200 months during the 10-years period, including a special scholarship for excellent research granted since 2001. A total of 30 research projects have been (partly) supported. During this time 13 doctoral theses have been presented and about 10 theses are expected to be finished within two years. In 2001 30 departments within ÅAU presented their environment-related research in a joint article book (‘From Technique to Ethics’). The focus in this book was on a multi-disciplinary approach, where different subjects worked side by side, but without taking further notice of each other’s work.

· A focus on cross-disciplinary, not only multi-disciplinary, research and education has developed. (I will return to the question ‘Why?’ later on.) For this trans-disciplinary aim the Ministry of Education has granted a yearly sum of 80.000 € during the years 2007-2009.
· A cross-disciplinary Master Program on the Environment and on Sustainable Development was developed and accepted by the Board of ÅAU in 1997. The Ministry of Education, however, did not accept the proposed new program (to our great astonishment and disappointment!)

· Members of the steering group have also developed a trans-disciplinary research-project uniting natural-science (biology), social sciences (Public Administration) and Humanities (Theological Ethics). The project group competed for becoming a unite of excellence within ÅAU in 2005, reached a good evaluation, but was not accepted (due to its cross-disciplinary character - we presume). After that the group also applied for money from the Finnish Academy. There the project did not succeed, because it landed between two commissions. – I mention all this because it points to a structural obstacle for much cross-disciplinary efforts in the current academic world.
· The Nessling Foundation finally supported the project in a more modest form. Since 2007 the project “Interdisciplinary Support for Sustainable Regional Development of Coastal and Archipelago Systems” is working. A joint book is under making and will be completed before Christmas. Three doctoral students are preparing their theses and are expected to defend them within the next two years. A senior researcher, Björn Vikström (soon to be bishop of the Borgå diocese of the Lutheran Church in Finland) has written a book upon understanding cross-disciplinary research, and so on.
· For the moment the group behind the project, completed with two other subjects, is anew applying for the status of “research of excellence”. In a month we will know to what extent the decision makers find this kind of fresh approach worth supporting. – My impression is that ÅAU right now stands at a cross-road when it comes to the question what to emphasize in environmental research.

Some lessons learnt trough the last ten years

· An awareness of both the need for and an existence of cross-disciplinary research exist. (This is shown in Vikström’s book.)

· The concept of ‘trans-disciplinary’ has various meanings (both in research and in education): Different disciplines working/presented side by side => no  real communication and exchange of ideas/horizons; Different disciplines focused on a joint problem (for example how to handle the pollution of coastal water in Turku-archipelago) => same difficulties for a communication between representatives of different research subjects => the synthesis has to be made totally by the non-researchers – the question arises: on what grounds?; Different disciplines come together searching for some kind of uniting ground, developing new concepts to make a communication possible (=real trans-disciplinary research!)

· However, there is a fundamental problem, expressed in the question: Who speaks for the Environment? (The title of a key note speech at a Conference in Åbo last May). – So, where is the key-problem?
· One important lesson we think we have learnt, is the serious and deep going problem that our divided reality represents. It has become more and more clear to many of us, that reality as we understand it, is divided in a huge number of smaller parts, and that this makes its very hard to see how the parts could be joined together. This structural feature applies to many different levels: A reality divided in sections can be seen in the way society and our daily life works, it is seen in the way academic research is structured, and it is also mirrored in our self understanding as human beings! What I think we have learnt through our research so far, is that until we start to work for an over-coming of this understanding of reality there is little hope that we could come much further in tackling the environmental problems on a more constructive basis. 
· What, then, constitutes the problematic sectional reality understanding? I shall point at some important features:

· The modern mind thinks in a range of dichotomies: body-soul; knowledge-evaluations; objective reality-subjective values/emotions/attitudes; etc.
· The modern society is divided in a lot of more or less autonomous institutions with different aims: Academy looking for true knowledge; Legal institutions looking for Justice; Economical actors trying to optimize important values; Political institutions aiming for power; Homes and families standing for reproduction; School systems developing education; Churches taking care of religion; Ethical consults helping people to live ethically right, and so forth. – This lends itself to a split societal reality. There is no uniting level placed over the different sectors of society.
· This division is mirrored and strengthened through the way different sciences and academic research, AND education based upon scientific knowledge, is structured. Every field within natural science is more and more specialized – we know more and more about less and less! Our natural environment is thereby divided into an ever increasing number of smaller and smaller parts where but a few are able to combine different parts with each other. And the academic institutions have no instrument to make this development change. But also social sciences and humanities are contributing to a divided understanding of the human world. Different social sciences stress the autonomous character of different social institutions, political science makes politics into an activity manageable through theoretical knowledge; Economists dictate the rules according to which our economic lives are expected to work; Ethics claims that it can offer people the right solutions; Medicine studies the human physiological body, psychologists study the sole etc.
· The problematic structure, however, goes even deeper: The divided reality is in many different forms mirrored also in every person’s self-understanding: We believe that there are medical cures to problems within our bodies, and that psychological problems are of another kind; we act in different roles, depending on in which context we find ourselves: as a Father I act differently than as the director of a firm; as a politician I act differently from how I act as a moral individual citizen; as a researcher I find it natural to leave out every non-scientific concerns etc.
How could the division be overcome?

If we agree that our divided view of reality constitutes a fundamental problem: How then could we reach a more holistic view?

There is no easy way out! There is no absolute and final medicine!

Georg Henrik von Wright, one of Finland’s most famous philosophers (passed away some years ago) thought that the fundamental change which is needed would be possible only when mankind experiences a more or less total breakdown of both society and nature.

I am not that pessimistic!

It seems, however, obvious that a radical change in our whole way of thinking and acting is needed. One approach, (perhaps the only possible one), is to focus on the human person. WE, as humans, must, every one of us, learn not to accept the split reality view. We must take responsibility in a holistic, integrated way in ALL our different roles in life.

This means that it is a mistake when the manager of a business company claims that his first priority is to increase the profit of the stock-holders, when he says that his responsibility for the environment is of secondary importance. 
It is also a mistake when the individual researcher stresses that her responsibility as a researcher is only related to her scientific task, and so on…

The examples show, of course, exactly how most of us are programmed to think. THIS IS the prevailing views. However, it is a view that strengthens a continuing divided view of reality.

A holistic view, then, requires a radical change in the way most of us think and act most of the time. This is hard. 

But it is not impossible!

