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Dr. Michel Morvan is the Scientific Director at Veolia Environment Group, a leading multinational firm involved in environmental services active in the domains of energy, water, waste, and public transportation. He is also External Professor of Computer Science at the Sante Fe Institute.  On his fellowship, Dr. Morvan met with politicians, think tank leaders, researchers, and corporate executives to gain insight into integrative models of sustainable development and growth and how these can be applied.  Whenever possible he focused his attention on cities, in light of the fact that an immense increase in the world’s population urban population will take place over the next several decades, with direct impacts on energy and the environment.
In his meetings, Dr. Morvan found that a holistic approach to solving environmental challenges is lacking in all sectors. Other than those directly involved, Americans have not considered taking an integrated perspective in approaching the challenges presented by climate change. This fact likely means that it will take longer to find environmentally sustainable and economically viable solutions. As such, much effort needs to be put forth in developing communication strategies capable of clearly and concisely detailing the work of one sector to the others on a global scale.
The fellowship experience allowed Dr. Morvan an opportunity to gain insight into the U.S. federal system with meetings at key government agencies and staff of congressional committees working on environmental issues. Due to its large scale and system of checks and balances, Dr. Morvan wonders if the very structure of the American system of government is adequate to address the swift action that will be needed to address the global challenges of the next several decades.
His time in the United States also gave Dr. Morvan a chance to understand the challenge the U.S. faces in terms of making the public understand the gravity of an issue that is inherently global in nature. Some with whom he met said that the word “sustainability” was a dirty word to many Americans, and many were not willing to change their lifestyles to address something that some don’t even think exists. He also noted that any legislation enacted by the federal government to address the issue of climate change might be seen as an incursion on the rights of the states or private citizens.
A particular highlight for Dr. Morvan was a one-day conference held by the World Affairs Council that featured former Vice President Al Gore. After witnessing the challenges that U.S. lawmakers face in addressing issues related to climate change overall, as well as convincing the American people that solving these problems sooner rather than later is in their best interest, Dr. Morvan appreciated even more the efforts of Mr. Gore in educating the American public about the scale of the crisis the world faces with regard to climate change and the need to pay attention and act swiftly.
To continue the conversations that were started during his fellowship, Dr. Morvan plans to work on a project for his company on the topic of integrated approaches to the sustainable development of cities. He has identified several potential partners from across sectors to take part in this endeavor. Dr. Morvan is also considering pursuing collaborations with some of his fellow Fellows from the 2009 Fueling Growth program.
