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A DEVIL’S PACT?

Peter Harper
Climate change appears set to become the great issue of this century. The growing unanimity of climate scientists is getting hard to ignore. Expected changes caused directly by human activity are bad enough, but far worse would be the triggering of much larger positive-feedback effects, releasing very large quantities of naturally-stored carbon. The message seems to be that, while the full effects will not be manifest for many decades, perhaps even centuries, events in the next fifty years or so will set the final outcome. This implies that the climatic future is in the hands of the present generation. It’s us.

Of course if you don’t know about this stuff, or don’t believe it, you’re off the hook. But personally I feel very much on the hook and I am looking for allies. Unusually, one of them seems to be the UK government. Taking its cue from the RCEP report Energy: The Changing Climate, the recent White Paper proposes a target of 60% reduction in carbon emissions by 2050. One hesitates to use the word ‘courageous’ for fear of an immediate U-turn, but although 60% is still not enough, it is surprisingly bold for a government.
The White Paper also accepts the UK’s role as a kind of exemplar nation. This is doubly important because no nation can solve the problem on its own, nor remain exempt from its effects. International agreement and concerted action are crucial. To catalyse such agreement, the UK must not only undertake its ‘fair share’ of reductions, but should openly demonstrate a rapid and generalisable transition to a permanently sustainable energy regime.

Most of us would probably agree with these grand generalities. In broad outline we know that the future UK (and world) energy system will be a complex portfolio of demand-reduction measures, ‘allowable fossil fuels’, carbon sequestration, new carriers, international trading and a great variety of nonfossil energy sources. But even if we start now (with a vast expansion of targeted R&D) it will take a long time to develop the ultimate system. In the meantime, if Britain is a crucial exemplar, we must start our deep cuts sooner, using the mature technologies we already have. 

Unfortunately our two mature nonfossil technologies are nuclear and wind, each subject to what we might call ‘acquired phobias’.

Nuclear protestors imagine that if we follow the recommendations of certain pundits we could see a tenfold increase in nuclear power in the UK, extending indefinitely into the future, with concomitantly extended risks of accidents and terrorist attacks. It also gives the green light for copycat programmes in other countries, many of them far less able than we are to regulate nuclear systems, to control waste and prevent illicit diversion of nuclear material. In the new post 9/11 world these are not negligible concerns. 

“OK, what should we do about climate change?”

 “Energy Efficiency” (everybody says this). 

“We’ve factored that in. There’s still a shortfall. What now?”  

“OK… Wind power”.

What about the anti-wind camp?  If wind is to supply 20% of UK electricity (as many renewables theorists suggest is a reasonable target) that is something like a sixty-fold increase over present capacity. It’s technically possible, and to judge by Germany’s experience could be done rather quickly and cheaply. But with on-shore wind-farms, that would clearly have a major impact on the British landscape. Partisans see this as a permanent destruction of a precious, even sacred, heritage comparable, as one distraught campaigner wrote recently, to the Taliban’s destruction of the Buddhas of Bamian. 

“OK, what shall we do about climate change?”

 “Energy Efficiency” (again)  

“We’ve factored that in. There’s still a shortfall. What now?”

“OK… Nuclear”.

And there it sticks, with equal and opposite non-negotiables.  We need a far deeper debate about these matters. My suggestion is that we recognise two distinct phases in the development of a sustainable energy system. The first is a kind of emergency ‘first aid’ transition that would last around 50 or at most 100 years, with the express purpose of minimising the risk of runaway climate change. The second would be a slower, more civilised, long-term process with permanent arrangements and cultural shifts. These two phases are as different as first-aid or emergency medicine is from ‘healthy living’, and we should not get them confused. In this view, nuclear and on-shore wind could be regarded as the equivalent of antibiotics or blood transfusions, simply emergency measures to get us through the next  fifty years and send the right international signals of determination to internalise environmental costs despite social and political pain.

Work through the implications of this. Accept a more electrical Britain (happening anyway). Install say twenty 1.2GW PWRs on existing nuclear sites, with starts between say 2008 and 2015. Run the plants as carefully as possible until the mid-century. Then decommission the lot. Yes the waste will need looking after, but it’s our own waste and it’s preferable to the risks of climate change which will disproportionately affect those less able to cope. I challenge anyone to dispute this ethical judgement. Install also 30GW of wind capacity wherever the wind blows. Well, perhaps not in National Parks and AONBs to avoid rubbing salt in the wound, but everywhere else.  Repower if necessary from time to time, but phase out after 2050, never to return. The precious UK landscape will have been borrowed for a couple of generations to ensure the survival of landscapes (not to mention people, cultures, habitats….) all over the world. Again, I challenge anybody to dispute this ethical judgement.
What I am suggesting is essentially a ‘Devil’s Pact’ between the anti-nuclear and anti-wind lobbies;  to agree a strictly limited licence for each other’s bête noir, and lay off negative campaigning. I would like this idea argued out in the interests of a cooler and more rational debate about energy. It might be that, after a few years of such improved debate, we decide to plump for one of the current technologies rather than the other. That’s fine: we could manage without one of them, but probably not both. The prospect at the moment is that we shall get neither, lose our momentum and risk derailing the painfully delicate international agreements on which everything depends.
The clock is ticking.
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The diagram is optional.

It depicts a plausible energy mix for 2025, with large ‘current technology’ components (fossil, nuclear, onshore wind) and a rapidly growing demand management component (Rational Use of Energy or RUE).

The ‘plausible mix’ for 2060 assumes a ‘debating’ carbon target of 70%, although 80% is probably closer to our fair share. It is much more of a smorgasbord than the transitional phase, with lots of relatively small components, the largest ironically being the fossil ‘allowance’. Onshore wind and nuclear are on their way to final extinction.  
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