[This is a summary of a lecture given in 2006, in which Peter Harper takes on the roles of two hypothetical characters (with hats and accents) to dramatise essential issues in the energy/environment debate. It is illustrated with slides and overhead transparencies.
Note added in 2018:  This idea arose from a remarkable evening in Builth Wells, central Wales, about twenty years ago, where the town council had organised a debate between a proponent of wind farms and a member of the nuclear industry. I was the wind-farm person and was ‘on first’. It was striking that the rather large audience had sorted itself into two blocs. As I spoke, one half cheered and clapped enthusiastically, while the other listened in stony silence. When I had finished, it transpired that the ‘nuclear’ speaker had not turned up and the organisers were frustrated that their balanced debate was no longer possible. Cheekily, I volunteered to fill the gap myself, and after some hesitation I was allowed to play the other role. As it happens I am professionally aware of the pros and cons of energy systems, so it was easy for me to give a thoroughly pro-nuclear speech. This time the other half of the audience cheered and clapped, while the rest uttered only horrified gasps. 
It was very striking that the issue had become ideologically polarised, like so many we have become familiar with in recent years. Pro-wind = antinuclear, pro-nuclear = anti-wind. How strange! It seemed very difficult for ordinary members of the public to entertain the notion of a reasoned, nuanced debate. They felt they had to take sides. It struck me then that if the same person can forcefully present two sides of an important debate, the audience cannot so easily take sides, and must consider the matters in a more balanced way. This is facilitated by a subsequent discussion, chaired by the very same person, i.e., myself. 

In this case the focus is not the wind/nuclear debate but the general fossil fuels/climate debate, an important aspect of political identity in the contemporary world.]
ENERGY DEBATE: 

FOSSIL FUELS VERSUS RENEWABLES

The debate will take place between Professor Frank Collier, formerly head of the Department of Energy Studies at the University of Winchester (now retired) and Yorick Miller of Greenpeace International. Taking the chair (and holding the ring!) will be Peter Harper of the Centre for Alternative Technology. All three have been deeply involved in energy policy affairs for many years.

Prof. Collier will argue that for the immediate and medium-term future, fossil fuels must remain the cornerstone of British - and world - energy policy. They are not without problems, and some of these problems cannot be completely ‘solved’: but the alternatives lead to even worse problems.

Essentially, nearly all environmental problems are addressed ‘spontaneously’ as societies develop and become wealthier. Contrary to the claims of many environmentalists, economic growth is essential to improve environmental quality, especially in developing countries. Rapid industrialisation, development of new technologies and an accelerated transition to a cleaner ‘post-industrial’ world offer the best hope of avoiding environmental disasters in the next century. This process must be driven principally by fossil and nuclear technologies, which can be phased out later if necessary.

The ‘global warming’ effect of fossil fuel burning is a contentious one: atmospheric scientists are still uncertain about its significance, and precipitate action may not be a prudent path. Even if the effect turns out to be a real one it must be kept in perspective. Many of its results of global warming will be positive, and in a more prosperous future world we will be well able to deal with the negative effects. In the meantime, our most positive response to the threat of global warming should come through increases in the efficiency with which energy is used.

Worldwide, there will be an increasing role for renewable sources of energy as their presently rather high costs decline. The ‘business as usual’ processes of technological advance and market forces will be the best way to regulate the introduction of new energy technologies. There is no need to interfere with this process. In Britain renewable energies are currently seen in a positive light but this is largely due to ignorance of the scale on which they will need to be developed to make any serious difference. The public just do not appreciate the enormous visual impact of supplying a significant fraction of Britain’s energy demand from low-density sources such as sun and wind, or the substantial ecological impact of sources such as biomass, hydropower and tidal power.

Mr Miller will argue that the threat of global warming does need to be taken very seriously because of the possibility of positive feedback loops leading to a ‘runaway’ greenhouse effect. The authoritative Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has recommended a cut of 60% in present CO2 output to guarantee climatic stability. If this level is allocated fairly across the globe, effectively distributing equal CO2 dumping rights to all 10 billion human beings expected by 2075, it means that in the UK fossil fuel use must be reduced to about 15% of the present level.

This sounds drastic, but is technically possible by a combination of increased energy-efficiency and a rapid switch from fossil fuels to renewables in the course of the next fifty years. The ‘business as usual’ approach will not be sufficient to bring this about, so there will need to be vigorous government intervention.

Britain has the largest and most varied resources of renewable energy in the European Union and is well placed to lead the way. The development of renewables will have many positive effects: 

 * It will increase energy security as Britain’s domestic supplies of the cleaner fossil fuels (oil and particularly gas) start to decline. 

 * The employment generated by renewables and energy-efficiency measures is on the whole greater that that arising from conventional sources of energy.

 * There will be enormous export potential, especially to the developing countries. 

 * The environmental effects, such as they are, are reversible if we decide - in the end - we don’t like them. This is not true of nuclear and fossil energy.

An apparent disadvantage of renewable sources is that their environment impacts are local, not global. This gives rise to NIMBY-style opposition - as we are seeing in the case of wind farms. But from an ethical point of view it is surely right that a nation which enjoys the benefits of any source of energy should also bear its environmental costs. It is simply not fair to dump the costs onto other countries or other generations.

Peter Harper will then sum up the arguments presented by the debaters, note their points of agreement and where they differ most sharply. He will then open discussion to the floor.

