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An energy engineer who pioneered attempts to reduce green-
house gas emissions has died.

Michael Purvis was born in 1941 in Hawarden, North 
Wales – in a cupboard under the stairs during an air raid. 
After his family moved to Wallasey in Cheshire, he 
attended Wallasey Technical School for Boys, worked 
briefly for the gas board and in 1964 secured a scholarship 
to study fuel technology at the University of Leeds. He then 
went back to Wallasey and employment at British Gas 
before returning to Leeds for an MSc and PhD. This led to 
a job as a lecturer at Portsmouth Polytechnic in 1972, 
where he remained for his whole career, becoming profes-
sor of energy engineering – at what by then was the 
University of Portsmouth – in 1996.

Although his work initially focused on the combustion of 
solid and liquid fuels, Professor Purvis soon developed a 
keen early interest in pollution and sustainable development. 
He went on to publish widely about clean combustion 
systems, which use biomass-based fuels to achieve reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emissions and pollutant levels.

At Portsmouth, Professor Purvis played a central role in 
setting up and running a multidisciplinary master’s degree 
in environmental engineering. He also won a number of 
grants to establish networks in sustainable development, 
not only within Europe but in Russia, Ukraine, Malaysia 
and the Philippines. He had particularly close links with De 
La Salle University in Manila, where in 2017 he was 
awarded an honorary doctorate and professorship in 
recognition of his research in sustainable technologies and 
his contribution to the development of the Gokongwei 
College of Engineering. The university has now also 
created an annual lecture and a number of awards for 
sustainability research in his honour.  

Jim Byrne, emeritus professor of materials engineering 
at Portsmouth, recalled Professor Purvis as “a wonderful 
sweet-natured friend” and “a talented and dedicated 
colleague”, who had directed the MSc in environmental 
engineering “with both academic rigour and [the] diplo-
macy which was necessary because of the multidisciplinary 
and industrial inputs to the course”.

Although he retired and became emeritus in 2007, 
Professor Purvis remained active as a churchwarden at 
Portsmouth Cathedral and a member of its fabric commit-
tee, where his eloquent commitment to environmentalism 
led to the cathedral’s becoming the first in the UK to 
publish its carbon footprint. He died of cancer on 6 April 
and is survived by his wife June Purvis – herself an emeri-
tus professor of women’s and gender history at Portsmouth 
– and their daughter.
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Eileen Wall is a professor of 
integrative livestock genetics at 
SRUC (Scotland’s Rural College). Her 
work focuses on the development of 
breeding tools to improve farming 
and reduce the impact of climate 
change, and she recently made 
headlines for her research into 
“low-emission cattle”. This year, 
Professor Wall was appointed the 
institution’s first head of research 
and in April she became president of 
the British Society of Animal Science

●● Where and when were you born?
Dublin, in 1976. I moved from 
Ireland in 1998 to pursue my PhD 
at the University of Edinburgh.

●● How has this shaped who you are?
One of the most important aspects 
of my education in Ireland was the 
diversity of the learning experi-
ence, both in the classroom and 
outside. Extracurricular activities 
were encouraged and time spent 
moving between school, hockey 
matches, singing performances and 
local community and cross-border 
youth groups really helped with 
multitasking and broadening my 
experiences and circles outside the 
classroom.

●● What do you hope to achieve in 
your new roles at SRUC and BSAS?
Taking on both in close succession 
is slightly scary and not at all 
planned, so I’m grateful for the 
support of both organisations.  
At SRUC we are developing a 
research agenda that informs and 
drives our rural enterprises. This 
will have interdisciplinary science 
at its core, delivering tools that 
will bring about a step change in 
our rural economies and commu-
nities at home and abroad. BSAS 
has always championed interdis-
ciplinary science, both in aca-
demic and industrial settings, so 
our aim as a society is to reinvig-
orate that cooperation between 
industry and academia to inform 
how animal sciences are critical to 
addressing the challenges livestock 
production faces.

●● Tell us about your work on 
‘climate-friendly cows’.
Methane, a greenhouse gas, is one 
of the by-products of digestive pro-
cesses in cattle. What is less well 
known is that about 90-95 per cent 

of methane escapes from the front, 
not the back end, of the cow! Selec-
tive breeding has led to cumulative 
reductions in the carbon footprint 
of livestock products by 1 per cent 
each year, and we’ve been exploring 
ways of incorporating methane 
emissions into breeding pro-
grammes by using information on 
the genetics of the cow and the 
genetics of the bugs in the cow’s 
digestive track that produce the 
methane. We estimate that that 
combination of genetic tools could 
reduce the intensity of methane 
emissions in livestock production 
by 30-50 per cent over a decade. 

●● What do you make of the recent 
Extinction Rebellion climate 
change protests?
The one thing the various climate 
protests have shown is that our 
younger generation are demanding 
that we take action on the biggest 
threat our planet faces. We have 
many tools in our hands already, 
and more in the research and 
development pipeline. We now 
need international governments 
and individuals to use them.

●● What would you say to someone 
starting out in your line of research?
At its heart, agricultural science is 
underpinned by interdisciplinary 
thinking so I would encourage 
someone starting out to be curi-
ous as to how other disciplines 
can enhance and improve on your 
research topic.

●● What is the biggest misconception 
about your field of study?
Some people assume that genetic 
improvement of livestock is about 
working to alter the DNA in a lab 
and akin to genetic modification. 
This is not what I do at all. I use 
statistical models to help identify 
the animals with the best and worst 
genetics for a given set of traits in a 
population. This leads to farmers 
being able to make decisions about 
which animals to breed from and 
keep to be the parents of the next 
generation, leading to genetic 
change within their farm and hope-
fully across the wider population.

●● Who do you admire?
Bill Hill of the University of Edin-
burgh has developed some of the 
key theoretical components in the 
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