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Dear Rector Magnificus of Utrecht University, dear Prof. Wilco Hazeleger , Dean 

of Faculty of Geosciences, dear Prof. Roderik van de Wal, dear colleagues, 

 

Thank you very much for this honor.  And special thanks to my nominators ! 

 

It is an honor to be shared with all those with whom I have had the pleasure to 

work with, administrative staff, technicians, engineers, researchers, and 

particularly early career scientists, at Laboratoire des Sciences du Climat et de 

l’Environnement in University Paris Saclay, and through multiple stimulating 

collaborations around the world, in particular members of IPCC bureau, 

authors of IPCC reports such as you, Roderik, and my wonderful technical 

support unit. 

 

Due to the current pandemic, I am only able to join virtually your prestigious 

academic hall, full of history, and I would like to reflect on the past and the 

future of science and society, and our particular responsability, as academics. 

 

As you have heard, I am a physicist and a climate scientist, and much of my 

own research has been focused on documenting and understanding past 

climate variations, using ice cores as extraordinary time machines, as well as 

climate models based on physics.   

 

My choice to work in this field comes from my wonder, as a child, for the 

beauty and mystery of clouds, and my curiosity about past climates in 

relationship with human history.  

 

Past climates give us access to the full spectrum of natural climate variability, 

and provide a wealth of natural experiments where the climate system has 
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reacted to natural perturbations such as astronomical forcing, or random 

volcanic eruptions.  

 

This is key to test our understanding of climate feedbacks, by comparing 

quantitative reconstructions with simulations from climate models – the same 

models developed to understand today’s climate, and the only tools to explore 

physically plausible futures, depending on our choices.  

 

Knowledge on past climates has revealed the unprecedented, brutal nature of 

the perturbation due to human activities on the global climate system – our 

living space.  

 

The fact that today’s climate models are able to capture the big picture of past 

climate changes in response to natural perturbations, and that early climate 

models of the 1980s had correctly anticipated global warming and its 

consequences now experienced everywhere, over land and in the ocean, is 

essential for confidence in projections.  

 

It is remarkable to see the wealth of knowledge developed in the academic 

world, in all disciplines, on human-induced climate change, future climate-

related risks, and the diversity of options for action to reduce risks and 

enhance resilience by risk management and adaptation. But there are limits to 

adaptation, and those most exposed and vulnerable to climate change often 

have the most limited resources to act.  

 

When the early warning from scientists is ignored, and risk management is not 

implemented, we see disasters taking place, and have to manage crisis after 

crisis. 
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It is also remarkable to see the numerous options available today to build 

ethical transitions, with benefits for climate action, public health and 

biodiversity, and fair and just transitions, protecting those who are most 

vulnerable, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions towards carbon 

neutrality.  

 

Options are available to act now but indifference, fatalism, vested interests and 

denial are major obstacles to their deployment. 

 

The ability to achieve transitions and societal transformation towards limiting 

global warming is intimately linked with technological innovation, societal 

innovation, and frugal innovation, but also education and training.  

 

It is an unprecedented challenge which requires new mindsets, new 

participatory approaches and governance, and a new vision for universities and 

their lighthouse roles for science-based decision making.  

 

Education, training, partnerships between universities and cities, between 

universities and companies are key for addressing the multiple climate change 

challenges.  

 

Thank you for giving me this prestigious award. But most importantly, thank 

you for taking urgent and ambition action at the scale of climate change and 

sustainability challenges, by training all students to understand and to act, by 

ambitious research programmes, and by empowering students and scientists 

to engage with society, communities, cities and policy makers.   
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If not us, who ?  

 

If not now, when ? 

 

I will finish with this quote of Antoine de Saint Exupéry, « en ce qui concerne 

le futur, il ne s’agit pas de le prévoir, mais de le rendre possible ». 

 

« with regards the future, it is not about forecasting it, it is about making it 

possible ». 

 

Please act to make ambitious transformation towards sustainability possible.  

 

This is fully in line with your theme for the Start of the Academic Year, "a 

world class university with a heart".  

 

Your choices matter. 

 

Professor Valérie Masson-Delmotte 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


