21 OBJECTS

An exhibition at the Hay Literary Festival, 2008. 
Devised by Peter Harper, with help from colleagues at CAT
The Hay Festrival started 21 years ago, but of course that was just the warm-up for the next 21.   As a tribute to Hay’s past and future you’ll find 21 objects around the site that symbolise the Britain of the next two decades—if things changed in ways some of the eco-pundits think it might.

The next twenty years could decide the future of the whole planet. Will we, or won’t we, get to grips with the problems of climate change and Peak Oil?  Suppose we really gave it a good try. What would it be like? These objects symbolise life in that low-carbon future. It would be different, challenging, but would it really be that bad? Could it actually be rather fun?
CAT’s there to help you get a grip on all this. Look at www.cat.org.uk for details of courses, publications, consultancy, free information service 
ZERO-CARBON BRITAIN 
This is a rough draft of a way out of carbon for the UK. It’s a bit like those early maps of the world—everything’s there but the shapes and details are either fuzzy or speculative. It fits the science but reaches far beyond the political and economic realities of 2008. It challenges policymakers, academics and journalists, to fault its logic. Can you?  
The complete text can be downloaded from www.zerocarbonbritain.com, or you can buy a paper copy from the CAT stall.
XO LAPTOP  
The low-carbon future is smarter, not bigger or faster. The XO Laptop, costing less than £50, is designed for children in developing countries to enjoy the main benefits of a portable computer, and to link up with each other and the wider world. The laptop is rugged, has no moving parts, is very light, takes very small amounts of power and can operate all day without recharging. Its Wi-Fi operates through antenna ‘ears’ that create an instant local network. 

See http://laptop.org
THE UN FLAG 

There’s only one atmosphere, so we’re all in this together. The only imaginable way we’ll work our way to a sustainable ‘decarbonised’ world is through the United Nations, warts and all. We should support it, respect it, be proud of it. In particular we need to work towards a world agreement on a treaty to replace the Kyoto Protocol, due to expire in 2012. Kyoto was a dummy run. Next time it’s got be serious, and there’s not much time!

A TREE  

We need to look after the trees we’ve got, and grow even more. Trees conserve carbon in the soil, in their roots and in their trunks and branches. They hang on to the soil and store water. They provide a ridiculously large range of habitats for a thousand-and-one organisms large, small, and invisible. And they can be harvested, as long as they are replaced. They give us wood and many other products. Wood is good, a kind of solid CO2. The wood in a timber building can lock up tons of carbon for centuries. More trees! More wood! More trees!

Learn about the uses of trees in CAT’s Green Wood Crafts course in September, and “Woodfuel for Domestic Heating” in November.

See CAT’s Out of the Woods: Ecological Designs for Timber Frame Housing.
A MIRROR 

It’s us. We’re all doing it. We’re all responsible, but together we can solve it. There’s lots of technology to help, but there’s no escape from the need to think about how we live, in households, businesses, communities and nations. This is the best chance we’ve had since the Second World War to reinvent our lives and social agreements. What difference does it make to say to yourself, as people did then, “Goodness, there’s a war on”?  It’s the sort of transformation you try to avoid, but look back on with few regrets.

See George Marshall’s Carbon Detox: Your step-by-step guide to getting real about climate change.
A THREE-LEGGED STOOL  
What leg holds up a three-legged stool?  This old chestnut reminds us that there is no single automatic pathway to the future: it’s always a question of balance between different factors. And another thing: the traditional three-legged milking stool was always stable on an uneven surface, unlike a four-legged stool that would tip back and forth. Future low-carbon design will have to reach for these subtle distinctions rather than solving problems by throwing more energy and resources at them.
A HEMP-LIME BLOCK  
To avoid climate change we’ve got to find positive ways of mopping up excess CO2. Plants do it, but you have to grab them quick and turn them into some permanent form before they rot. Hemp grows really well in Britain, and its tough fibres make a strong permanent building material when combined with lime. It can be made into a cheap, easy-to use industrial material. You can spray it onto walls, or make it into standard blocks that any builder could use. It’s a terrific insulator, so you get the double whammy of mopping up CO2 and reducing emissions from buildings by stopping the heat leaking out. So let’s grow more hemp and other such materials and make our new buildings out of them, not concrete and steel.
Come on a CAT course on ecobuilding.
See The Whole House Book: Ecological Building Design and Materials by Cindy Harris and Pat Borer, CAT Publications.
A PHOTOVOLTAIC PANEL 
To get beyond the fossil fuel era we have to develop zero-carbon sources of energy. You can make electricity directly from the sun with PVs or ‘photovoltaic’ panels. It’s all very simple: the sun shines, and electricity comes out. It’s still relatively expensive but getting cheaper all the time, while conventional fuels are getting dearer—aren’t they? Sooner or later these two trends will cross over and the sun will be king.
 There are no moving parts. They’re quiet and clean. They can be neatly integrated into buildings as roof and wall cladding, so in future many buildings will generate more electricity than they use. The obvious drawback of PVs is that they don’t generate at night. That is true, but not an impossible problem, since sustainable energy systems work by combining dozens of different sources with different qualities, like teams of superheroes. 
Come on the PV courses at CAT in July, September and October
ELECTRIC-ASSIST BICYCLE 
In a zero-carbon or post-peak-oil world most of the vehicles would be driven by electricity rather than liquid fuels. But it would be expensive, and most people would look for alternatives to driving private cars where feasible. Ordinary push-bikes are good for about 40% of journeys and they certainly keep you fit. But not everyone is quite fit enough, and some journeys—commutes for example—are often just a bit too long or steep for a bike. Hence the electric-assist bicycle that senses your effort and matches it: the more you push, the more it adds wings to your ankles. You really whiz along. Recharge it at the end of a journey for just pennies.    

See http://nano-motor.co.uk/nanobrompton.php
http://www.pedelecs.co.uk
THE HAY FESTIVAL 
What would a low-carbon holiday look like in 2030? It would be somewhere in Britain. You could get there, at least in principle, by public transport. The weather wouldn’t matter—well not much. The main interest of the holiday would be in entertaining, enlightening, uplifting and entirely immaterial things.     Look about you.

INSULATION MATERIALS 
40% of greenhouse gas emissions come from buildings, mostly for keeping them warmer than they really need to be. Energy for heating and cooling can be enormously reduced by the most boring and effective of all energy technologies: Insulation. And it keeps doing it year after year, for no extra cost. Insulation is cheap, simple and long-lasting. Basically it works by trapping air and can be made from a wide variety of materials, including natural ones like wool, recycled cotton, cellulose fibre, flax and cork. This Cinderella technology works hard and has enormous potential: needs more balls

Come to CAT’s weekend course on “Appropriate Building Materials and Methods” in July.

If you would like to embrace this kind of thing professionally, consider CAT’s MSc in Architecture and Energy Management.

THE LOW-CARBON DIET
A rapidly decarbonising Britain would find the cost of meat going up rapidly. Since cows and sheep are net greenhouse gas emitters they would require further land to act as a sink to mop up their emissions. But land where?  Livestock already take up 70% of the land for feed and pasture, not to mention imported feeds. We would need all the land we can find to mop up unavoidable emissions elsewhere in the economy and to grow food for a growing population. In most cases it would become uneconomic to run livestock. The uplands would be re-forested for carbon sequestration, water conservation and biodiversity. One attractive use for the uplands would be licensed hunting for wild game: deer, boar—and squirrels. This is the best meat, sustainably produced.

Meanwhile, if transport fuels became prohibitively expensive local produce would become much cheaper relative to imports, unlike what we often find today. This will stimulate an explosion of innovative gastronomy based on the produce available at each time of the year. It will generate a much more nuanced cuisine always with a seasonal quality. But of course we’ll still have treats from abroad, in small but tasty quantities.
All this is eloquently presented in Feeding People is Easy by science writer Colin Tudge, who’ll be here at the Festival talking about one of his other books. Tudge points out that there is no need for everyone to be vegetarian, but that we should return to the principle of traditional diets based on maximum variety, lots of plants and little meat. Animal products would be used for maximum gastronomic effect through stock, garnishes and feasts. This would free up enormous amounts of land, we’d be able to feed everybody well, and we’d be a lot healthier.

Feeding People is Easy, Colin Tudge, Pari Publishing.

Come to CAT’s course on “Nature’s Larder: Food from the Wild”, in July.

REAL MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS 
When energy and stuff are too cheap, many parts of life become cheapened too. It’s easy to become a passive consumer of culture as well as other goods and services. Higher transport costs will foster relocalisation, and it is agreeable to think this might stimulate a greater degree of self-generated culture, including live performance. 
The same of course, goes for reading and books….

BIODIESEL FUEL 
Biofuels are getting a bad press these days. The strangely perverse mechanics of capitalism often reverse our good intentions. The EU decrees that 5% of fuels shall be bio, and market forces cause distant rainforests to be cleared to meet the demand. Of course this is daft and wrong. Yet it is hard to see how we can create a carbon-free modern economy without some help from the vegetable world. For all that photovoltaics are 100 times better than plants at producing electricity from sunlight, they cannot create liquid fuels or energy that can be easily stored. We will have to think again about bioenergy. And in the meantime it is surely a good idea to convert our waste catering oils to do something useful rather than simply throwing them away.

See http://www.sundancerenewables.org.uk
Come on one of CAT’s biodiesel courses and learn how to convert your car, September, November
ECO-CLOTHING OF THE FUTURE? 
The future might well be less ‘throw-away’ if the price of energy—and ‘stuff’ generally—rises, as it would in a low-carbon world. We would be inclined to dress more carefully, with higher quality materials. This might be thought to restrict the scope for fashion designers, but limitations can be as effective a spur to creativity as excess. With desperately high fuel prices, warm clothes would be an energy-technology with a rapid pay-back. One hitherto unfashionable line of clothing might be due for a comeback: thermal underwear. The new merino wool products are designed for outside use, but why can’t we use them at home as well? If we could live at say 12 degrees instead of 22 the heating would only be on for a couple of months. By 2025 it might be the difference between a fuel bill of £500 and £5000. Your choice of course….

Check out http://www.thermalshop.co.uk or http://www.embersmerino.com. Very soft “merino” wool has a natural ‘wicking’ effect and is not sweaty. The brutal logic of indoor thermal clothing needs a marketing job.
A GARDEN FORK 
As the price of commodities goes up, the price of labour will come down in relative terms. Many activities which, in economic terms right now, aren’t worth doing, will be vigorously pursued. There would be more people on the land and in farming, reversing a centuries-old trend and regenerating many rural areas. Increasingly, people will find it attractive to grow some of their own food, particularly the fresh fruit and vegetables part of the diet that doctors and nutritionists are always telling us to eat more of. Once you start digging, lots of the other benefits kick in: the exercise, the gardeners’ camaraderie, surplus produce for gifts and swaps, the sharpened taste for the truly fresh, connection with the natural world, and the sky above your head. 

See Allan Shepherd’s The Organic Garden: Green Gardening for a Healthy Planet, CAT Publications.
Come on a CAT garden course: “Gardening for a Sustainable Future”, June, “Humanity and Nature”, September.
A CHUNKY POWER CABLE  
A low-carbon future is likely to be more local in some ways, but it won’t be provincial. We’ll still be part of a global economy, and especially part of Europe. To achieve a reliable low-carbon energy system it makes a lot of sense to generate electricity where the primary energy is, and move it around with chunky DC cables. The UK is Europe’s Saudi Arabia of marine energy—wind, wave and tidal power—and in principle we could generate far more than we need. So why not? Generate a surplus and swap it for other forms of energy more common in continental Europe such as solar electricity, geothermal and storable bio-energy. This will give us a more balanced, cheaper and reliable supply. It can be done, but we have to make a determined start.

GRANNIES 
One of the most persistent trends in UK society is the shrinking of the size of households and the increase in the total number of households. Larger households are more efficient than smaller ones because so much is shared. Economic forces will favour larger households, so why don’t we think about them and plan them intelligently? Bring back grandparents, eccentric uncles, nieces who have gone astray, students from exotic places:  work out how to live together again. Perhaps new kinds of houses will be helpful, but let’s see if we can embrace more generations. Kids love grannies, and grannies love kids. Time to embrace the obvious.
SMART METERS
The services we get in houses – like water, electricity, gas come almost invisibly, and it’s hard to know how much you are using. The bill only comes months later, if then. We probably need controls for the house more like the dashboard of a car, with instant feedback. One of the new ideas is for new kinds of meters that tell you what is happening. You can have one on the wall in the kitchen. Anyone who has one uses less electricity because it tells you when you are being completely stupid about electricity. Some meters will be able to control the appliances remotely, and tell your supplier too what’s going on. Then you will be able strike deals to reduce your bills: “If the price goes below 4p, turn on the washing machine”; “if the price goes above 20p, turn off the freezer, but only for 5 hours”. This way we shall take part in managing the nation’s electricity supply.

COMPOST  
Compost-making is one of the great domestic alchemies, perhaps a notch below bringing up children, but superior to, say marmalade or chutney. When you get it right it transforms yucky waste (or twigs, or paper, or weeds) into horticultural Black Forest Gateau, and returns goodness to the household in the form of fresh fruit and vegetables. It also achieves an unlikely double whammy on the carbon front: it prevents biological wastes from turning into bad methane in the unfriendly conditions of a landfill site, and locks up carbon in the soil (hurray). It also improves soil texture, water-holding and workability. Amazing! Every household with a garden should have a compost system or wormery, and the arts of composting should be taught in schools. 

See Allan Shepherd’s “How to Make Soil and Save Earth”
WELSH CHAMPAGNE 

Would a low-carbon world be grim and cheerless? It would take some adjusting to, but that’s what life’s about. In fact it could be the opportunity we need to take stock and ask where the hell we are going and do we really want to go there.  One can hope that booze will remain modestly plentiful, and we might be growing grapes much further north. Already Surrey Champagne rivals its French original, and Wales could be next. Pop the cork, Dai!

See www.welshwine.co.uk
