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This is the speech given by Per Mickwitz at the 25th anniversary of the European Environmental 
Agency on June 19th 2019 in Copenhagen. Since the speech was not read, the actual speech 
differed a bit from this written version. Per Mickwitz works as director of the International 
Institute of Industrial Environmental Economics at Lund University. He was speaking at the 
anniversary as the chair of the Scientific Committee of the EEA.    
 
Twenty-five years ago, when the European Environmental Agency was founded, there was a 
lot of hope and EEA was a unique organization in the interphase between knowledge and 
policy. It was a bit like when I was born. My parents felt that I was unique, and they were full 
of hope.   
 
One should not stretch this analogy too far though, because contrary to my parents’ hope, 
which was directly due to my birth, the general feeling of hope in Europe 25 years ago was 
less due to the establishment of the EEA and more linked to the general political situation. 
The cold war had ended, and the prospects for Europe were quite good. Two years after the 
Rio conference, sustainable development was to be implemented and many new institutions 
were being established, such as the International Institute of Industrial Environmental 
Economics1 in Lund (that I am a director of) and half a year later the Finnish Environment 
Institute - SYKE2 that I used to work for. 
 
Now the EEA is 25 years old. It has much more experience than when it started, but there is 
much less hope in – and for – the world. Before I say something about the challenges for the 
EEA in today’s world, I will say a bit about the experiences at 25.  
 
When I was 25, I had a master’s degree from the University of Helsinki, which neither of my 
parents had. At 25 I really wanted to be independent. But if I am honest, I also wanted to make 
my parents proud.     
 
If we look at the EEA, one can view the European institutions and especially the Commission 
as its mother and the member states as its father. The EEA very much – and rightly so – aims 
to be independent of “its parents”, but at the same time it wants to make its parents (the 
Commission and the member states) proud. When a new report or new knowledge produced 
by the EEA has been appreciated, has been used in debates and sometimes even has shaped 
policies; then the EEA is all smiles. Just like any 25-year-old when the parents recognize their 
achievements.  
 
If we look at the world where the EEA operates now compared to when it started – the 
demand for EEA or more broadly for knowledge for policy making is even bigger than it used 
to be. Despite all efforts Europe and humanity are in a big mess. Last year the IPCC 1,5-degree 
report3 brought clear messages that “Human activities are estimated to have caused 
approximately 1.0°C of global warming above pre-industrial levels”, that “Global warming is 
likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if it continues to increase at the current rate.” 
And “Climate-related risks to health, livelihoods, food security, water supply, human security, 
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and economic growth are projected to increase with global warming of 1.5°C and increase 
further with 2°C.” A month ago, the IPBES report4 pointed out that “1 million species already 
face extinction, many within decades, unless action is taken to reduce the intensity of drivers 
of biodiversity loss”. Third, the international resource panel in March published the Global 
Resources Outlook5 which showed that material extraction is still increasing and stated that 
“[t]he extraction and processing of materials, fuels and food make up about half of total global 
greenhouse gas emissions (not including climate impacts related to land 10% use) and more 
than 90 % of biodiversity loss and water 30% stress.”  
 
In order to address the underlying causes of these sustainability crises the socio-technical 
systems by which energy, mobility and food are produced and consumed will have to be 
transformed. No organization has delivered this message as clearly as the EEA in for example 
the SOER 2015 report6, in the report “Perspectives on transitions to sustainability”7 and by the 
end of this year it will be even more clearly stated in the SOER 2020. 
 
The sustainability crisis is, however, not the only challenge the EEA, Europe and humanity is 
faced with. Our time is characterized by disbelief in institution and a resistance to facts and 
knowledge.  
 
Today the public, or large parts of the public to be more precise, are skeptical to public 
institutions like the EEA or universities, i.e. the institution I work for, or even to science. At the 
same time a vide spread resistance to knowledge and a culture of alternative facts has 
emerged. When the Swedish Professor of philosophy Åsa Wikforss got to know that Kellyanne 
Conway defended a clearly incorrect statement about the size of the audience when President 
Trump got sworn in by saying “Our press secretary, Sean Spicer, gave alternative facts” Åsa 
Wikforss got angry. What does an angry Professor in Philosophy do? She writes a book. Åsa 
Wikforss wrote a book called “Alternative facts – on knowledge and its enemies”8.  
 
I am not going to go through the whole book, or even its main conclusions, but inspired by it 
I will give you some thoughts on the relationship between science and EEA in this time of 
knowledge resistance. 
 
My main message is that the EEA will have to build the knowledge it produces even more 
carefully on science, but at the same time EEA should defend the role of scientific knowledge 
in the society. 
 
First, what is knowledge? Åsa Wikforss synthesizes the insights of philosophers since Plato by 
stating that at least three conditions have to be fulfilled for something to be knowledge: 

1. one should have a belief, 
2. the belief should be true, i.e. it corresponds to reality, and 
3. the truth of the belief should be based on good causes or facts. 

 
Science and research are processes of systematically producing knowledge by testing beliefs 
based on facts. 
 
Science is under attack. And therefore, all with insights on science and a voice should defend 
science by explaining its role, its methods and the difference between scientific knowledge 



 3 

and general convictions. Since the EEA has a strong voice and a lot of knowledge – the second 
part of my message is that EEA also has a responsibility to defend science. 
 
As I stressed in the beginning of my speech, there are many more intermediary actors, 
between knowledge and policy, now than when the EEA was founded. I already mentioned 
the IPCC, the IPBES and the International Resource Panel. But in addition to these 
organizations there are also individuals such as Ellen MacArthur or Greta Thunberg.  
 
Let us reflect a bit on Greta and the EEA, but let us say Hans9 instead, because then it is more 
like in the fairytale “Hansel and Gretel” recorded by the Grimm brothers, which in Swedish is 
called ”Hans and Greta”10. Greta has a simple message to the policy makers “Solving the 
climate crisis is the greatest and most complex challenge that Homo sapiens have ever faced. 
The main solution, however, is so simple that even a small child can understand it. We have to 
stop our emissions of greenhouse gases.”11 But it is based on science.  
 
Because Greta and her message has been heavily criticized, especially by middle aged men, 
her message has been scrutinized and scientists have signed letters in support of her message. 
First 224 academics sent a letter in support of Greta and the other strikers to the Guardian.12 
Then 1228 researchers from Finland signed a similar statement13 and after that more than 
12000 researchers from Germany, Austria and Switzerland signed a statement in support of 
Greta and the Friday strikes10. Similar support letters have been signed in many other 
countries as well.   
 
Although the EEA and Hans have delivered similar messages as Greta, they have not yet been 
as heavily criticized as Greta and the Friday strikers. Hans has thus not yet needed similar 
support statements by researchers that Greta has got. But I hope that if Hans one day needs 
them, he will get them. Together we will ensure that the knowledge produced at the EEA will 
stand the scrutiny of the academic community and therefore they will also defend that 
knowledge and the EEA should that be needed.  
 
On behalf of the Scientific Committee I congratulate the EEA to its first 25 years. At the same 
time, I, the Scientific Committee and the broader scientific community look forward to 
working with the EEA, during the next 25 years, in order to produce knowledge based on 
scientific facts enhancing the sustainability transitions humanity so desperately needs. While 
this is a serious task, we should have fun while doing it. I can ensure you that the Scientific 
Committee’s meetings often are fun and I am quite sure this will be a fun evening. 
Congratulations EEA!       
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