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Interview with Peter Harper, Zero Carbon Britain, July 20 2012
THIS SCRIPT EDITED BY PETER HARPER

Participants:
John Wiseman (JW)


Peter Harper (PH)

John Wiseman: I’d like you to begin by briefly describing the key aims of the Zero Carbon Britain plan, in a few sentences - what outcomes you were hoping to achieve?
Peter Harper:
Well, it is an attempt to get a plan for a rapid transition to a zero carbon economy physically right.  We felt that the official versions were a bit weak – weren’t actually solving the problem, which in the end is a physical problem. 


An important feature of the very first version, called simply Zero-Carbon Britain’, was to avoid nuclear power and carbon capture and storage.  Part of the object with the first Zero Carbon Britain plan was to prove that you could do it purely with renewables. You often hear pundits say it can’t be done without nuclear or CCS. So we developed a purely renewable scenario, and we felt we did indeed show that, in principle, it could work. 

In the second version, ZeroCarbonBritain2030, we tried to do the exercise much more thoroughly, and particularly to look at the land-use side of things, which is usually ignored. We also wanted to create a scenario with a strong component of demand reduction. How much reduction is actually possible without damaging quality of life? This is also unusual in decarbonisation scenarios. 

At the end of the analysis we found 10% of emissions left which we just couldn't get rid of. This is likely for any modern economy. Therefore, in order to get to our stated goal of zero, we had to have some ‘carbon-negative’ processes. As well as having decided not to use carbon capture and storage, we were also wanted to avoid geo-engineering as being essentially a ‘silver bullet’ approach; so we decided just to use natural photosynthesis, living plants, to provide the negative processes. But that takes a lot of space, a big deal in Britain.  

However, another feature of the scenario came to rescue. We found that to get to zero, mathematically we had to reduce the grazing livestock rather substantially in order to reduce the emissions from the agricultural sector. About half of the land of Britain is used for grazing grass, so if you radically reduce grazing that does free up a lot of land, which then becomes available for sequestration. It’s a double-whammy.


As far as the energy is concerned, there’s nothing drastically unorthodox except a very large amount of wind. This has been heavily criticised by people like David Mackay - but the resource is definitely there, in spades.  British territorial waters, you know, are simply awash with wind power.  There’s no problem there.  The problem of course is getting it -- and, of course, it’s a difficult environment offshore, especially in the deeper offshore waters.  We had to postulate floating wind turbines to get everything that we wanted, but the energy’s there.  It’s just whether the engineering is plausible, but floating wind turbines are being actively developed, and we thought that would clearly be an available technology by, say, 2020.  


We made some important assumptions about technological progress.  We didn't want to do out-and-out silver bullets, but we felt it was fair to suppose that in the course of 20 years, technology would improve at the rate it had in the previous 20 years, especially if they were favoured by high carbon-prices.  
JW:
You also made some assumptions about lifestyle changes…?
PH:
Yes, we tried hard not to make lifestyle changes! I think that’s an important thing.  People look to us at CAT and say, “Oh, you’re the lifestyle people,” but no, we took a much more ‘pragmatic’ approach, “Look, if we can do this without anybody noticing, then that’s much more politically acceptable.”
JW:
And assumptions about economic growth…?
PH:
We didn't make any explicitly, and this is admittedly a weakness in the analysis.  We just said, “Let’s assume the economy is more or less the same size it is now,” and that is an unrealistic assumption unless you put in place mechanisms for doing that in a structured fashion.  You can’t just stop the economy growing.  Have you seen Peter Victor’s work? 
JW:
Yes.
PH:
Well, it is not so easy.  He shows that lots of transitions to a stable state are quite unstable, and you need to do it very carefully.  Of course, Tim Jackson’s followed a lot of that up as well.  Next time, we’ll have to have a look at that.  

So we tried not to make any lifestyle changes. But we failed! Given the constraints we adopted, we found we couldn't deliver the same amount of livestock products and we couldn't deliver the same amount of aviation.  So the aviation level is similar to what it was in the ‘70s. 


The diet that we’ve come up with, surprisingly, is much better - much healthier.  It turns out that to a remarkable extent, low-carbon foods are the ones you should eat more of for optimum health. The precision of the match is so surprising that we are determined to give it a critical overhaul in Zero Carbon 3 to make trebly sure. 

There is no getting round the fact that livestock are the biggest problem in low-carbon food systems. The livestock problem is politically serious because it affects all sorts of very well organised groups.  I mean, partly meat consumers, but stock-farmers, the meat and dairy industries and so on.  It’s a big traditional thing.  I must emphasise that our scenarios are not anti-meat or ‘vegetarian’ in principle.  They are just trying to get the figures to match up.  Inevitably we produce low-livestock scenarios because nothing else works, and if there’s no penalty in terms of nutrition and health, then we say to potential critics, “Okay, this works in carbon terms.  Check the figures. If you don’t like it, what are you going to do instead?”. I have never heard a convincing reply.


It is irritating to find that on a superficial reading, or by hearsay, people think the report is ideologically anti-meat.  I think in Zero Carbon Britain 3, we’re going to start looking much more closely at cultured meat as a way of feeding low-carbon ‘generic meat’ into the system for people who like to eat burgers and sausages and all that stuff.  I mean, a lot of meat is entirely generic. You don’t know whether it’s beef, lamb or pork, or tricked out with soya.  It’s reasonable to suppose, with a reasonable amount of research, in 20 years’ we could produce high quality, very plausible meat-like stuff, leaving the rest of the meat – there is still quite a lot of ‘real’ meat in the ZCB system – for high days and holidays.  There’s plenty of eggs.  There’s less milk and dairy.  I must say again, we’re not against all that.  We’d love to bring it back, but we can’t see how you could do it and still deliver the carbon reductions.  If someone comes up with a clever pill for cows, fine. But then you will need some other mechanism for sequestration.
JW:
Could you talk a little more about the emissions reduction targets that the initial Zero Carbon Plans been based on and what the view of yourself or the team is now, given the current state of climate science?  
PH:
I think the model is pretty similar throughout the series.  When we started, it was partly triggered by the growing realisation that the climate response to greenhouse gas forcing might not be linear.  The orthodox view seemed to be, we’ll just decide how much climate change we can stand, and then when it gets a bit much, just sort of taper-off the forcings and all will be well.  

Once we realised there were likely non-linearities and unpredictable excursions it became a different kind of problem. I always think of that metaphor of Wally Broecker’s -  of the climate as a sleeping Angry Beast, you know, you’re poking it with a stick and one day it will wake up and all sorts of unpredictable things might happen.  So we realised that on a rather basic precautionary principle, we ought to be very careful about ‘waking the beast’.  Other people are more sanguine: “If it ain’t broke (yet), don’t fix it. Let’s just hope for the best. Life is full of problems. Just get on with things as they turn up.”  But it is very characteristic of the Green Movement to be precautionary, especially when the stakes are so high. Under the circumstances it seemed to us the only sensible thing. 


Once we’d realised that the system might be nonlinear and subject to abrupt change, we thought, okay, on our reading of the climate science, how quickly do we need to decarbonise?  The leisurely 60% reductions proposed by many governments just didn't seem to fit the bill, especially in view of the need for a world agreement, and Kyoto was just fresh. At that point we felt we needed to postulate a world binding agreement, so we thought you would need to put something pretty damn good on the table to get the Third World countries on board. So it’s got to be very fast.  The rule of thumb was: let’s get down to zero as soon as possible. How soon is that? After some discussion we thought, well, we could do it in 20 years.  So our first model was zero carbon for the mainland UK by 2027.

By the time we got round to the next version, it was three years’ later and so we sort of edged it up from 2027 to 2030 and that gave us our title.  There was quite a lot of argument about whether we would actually design a trajectory – a transition programme -- or alternatively, an end state.  If you read the whole report, you can see that some people are doing it from one perspective and some people doing it from another but that wasn’t entirely cleared up.  Me, personally, I’m an end-stater.  I think, we need a number of ‘existence proofs’ to say you could have the British economy (or Australian or American) that’s zero carbon at a certain point and it would look something like This [makes a shape with hands].  Here [another shape in another place] are some variations on it.  That’s what I was personally keen on, identifying constraints for the set of physically possible zero-carbon states.


Since then, nothing in the theory has changed much, except we have had the great backlash, the whole ‘ClimateGate’ thing…that, of course, didn't make any difference to the science- and evidence-based community, but it was very striking that a large part of the population in Britain turned out to be desperate for some kind of intellectual cover, anything that would allow them not to have to confront all this.  Suddenly, these slightly ridiculous events occurred, and phew, you know, half the population rushed into it. It’s a bit like money, not worth anything in itself but if there are enough people who believe in it, then it’s real.  Sceptics can now say, “Well, there are enough of us; we don’t believe it, and we’re not going to believe it, so our view is real.”  Personally I find it very difficult to deal with such smug perversity.    
JW:
That leads me to a question about impact and response and how would you describe the response which the Zero Carbon Britain report has received? 
PH:
Frankly, I, personally, have been disappointed.  I mean, campaigners love it.  That’s great.  We’ve got people all over the country inviting us to give talks and they use the slogan and that’s great.  But government?  Well, we hear on the grapevine…they consider it pretty extreme. But it does mean that other things become slightly more credible. 
JW:
Which has some value in itself.
PH:
Exactly, yes, and the Zero Carbon Australia report in turn has made ours look like a walk in the park, so that’s helped us.  In response to “Isn’t ZCB rather extreme?” we can say “Well, wait till you see ZCA!”    

So, okay, we’re not sure what its role is in government.  Academically, I have also been disappointed.  I expected quite a lot of academic critique and I’ve only had about three or four people who’ve read it thoroughly enough to say, “There’s a problem here,” and to start engaging in serious conversation and say, “I think you’ve made a mistake here…and here.”  That’s what I had hoped to bring forth…serious, elaborate critiques. But with a few exceptions that hasn’t happened. I think it’s probably because we weren’t exactly clear what we were doing or who it was really aimed at, and the actual report is rather long.  It’s difficult for ordinary lay people to read because it’s too big, but yet there is not enough actual detail to allow proper critique of it.  It’s remarkable how much you do need to make a proper case and to allow serious scholars to evaluate it. 

At the same time the broad claims should be robust enough to engage the considered views of policymakers, opinion-formers, academics and campaigners. It would appear however, that they could not see the wood for the trees.


One of our dilemmas is that from a government or academic perspective, any hint of lifestyle change in reports like this immediately places them into a different category of, well, campaigning literature, ‘to be looked at later if I’ve got time’. Which of course never happens. Of course we strove to avoid lifestyle changes, but they turned up anyway as a result, not an assumption, and we reported them frankly, as of course we should. Sadly, it meant the report was much less widely read than we would have liked, simply because it was mistakenly dumped in the wrong pile.
JW:
So what have been thinking about in relation to the next version?  Will you change your communication strategy?
PH:
Yes, I think so.  I think we’ll produce a central report which is only about 150 pages, much slicker, and we’ll try and pick the key graphics and get it across that way and then that will be backed up by lots of online technical appendices in the form of peer review papers, some of which we will try to publish…so we’ll actually get more of a scholarly critique.  


I don’t know what to say about the academic community because you’d have thought this was what they’d want.  In principle they’re all interested in important problems, and when they see this coming along they ought to feel they could get a few Brownie points.  But for the most part quite the opposite seems to be the case. Academics seem to be saying, “Right, I’ll pick a problem.  If I can solve it, I can get a publication.”  They avoid so-called ‘wicked problems’ because you can’t solve them, and it just gets into a mess and doesn’t help you get a neat publication, or therefore your peer-cred or your career. So most academics seem to be playing safe and leaving these messy problems to politicians.


It’s not a problem we’ve got here at CAT, of course!
JW:
So in reflecting on both the process and the content of the first two versions – and also the response…what implications do you feel that has for the question: “What are the biggest obstacles, biggest barriers, biggest roadblocks to producing really compelling transition strategies that have a real chance of being taken seriously?”  
PH:
Well, I don’t know. I have always thought our job is just to get the science right and lay it all out without fear or favour and to ignore the politics completely. Because even if you’ve just got some sense of the political forces in the corner of your eye, it’s constantly trammelling your thoughts. So I say, “Let’s just stick with the physical factors, get them right, sort it all out and then go and deal with the politics and the economics later.”  I felt that’s an important part of our strategy.  But of course, that’s not the way that ‘works’ in most parts of the real world.  It has to be presented and packaged and personally, that’s not my forte.  I prefer to have rational arguments with people and get them to the point where they say, “Well, you are right but I’m not going to do anything about it.”  Well, that’s fine, I don’t mind that, but as long as we can get to the point where we’re having a good dialogue. But, of course, there’s so much irrational thinking of all kinds and the simplest thing is just to stick your head in the sand.
JW:
It seems to me it’s been an incredibly frustrating experience for a lot of people in the climate science field - and for people from a scientific background in general - who are instilled with the view that, fundamentally how change occurs is the presentation of scientific evidence and ‘fact’. But for a lot of people, that’s not how they make decisions and it may not be on the basis of rational evidence in the normal way that we think about it.  

PH:
Yes, yes, that’s the world we’re in, but what are we supposed to do?  I mean, I feel that we’ve got to have firm ground under our feet, even if we’re not expressing it in the normal scientific way.  We’ve got to have the real data, otherwise, we’re sort of making it up and then, consequently, you’re all at sea.  I think there should be sub-communities of people that can just look at the facts directly, not get too upset about it.  My favoured idea is a ‘parallel narrative’. It’s just like an interesting story, like a science fiction story, about how we got to zero.  Most people would say, “Well, thank God we don’t have to do that.  The government itself tells us we don’t have to do it.” This allows them to rehearse the story without getting scared, because it’s just a story. But nevertheless it does unconsciously prepare people for potentially rapid changes. 
JW:
So can I use that as a starting point for asking you to have a go at that task?  Imagine it’s 2030 and we are well and truly on the road to a zero carbon economy and society in Britain.  How did we get there?

PH:
All right then. [Telling a story as if from 2030].  Well, we started with this parallel narrative and we got lots of people interested in it.  Perhaps it was a novel written by someone or a play…subsequently made into a film… and everybody said, “Well, gosh, that’s very credible.”  It portrayed a very interesting possible future and it got people talking about it.  They defended themselves against its real challenge by saying, “Oh, that’s just literature, you know, just a fantasy, so we can look at it just like we look at any other film.”  Then, gradually, people sort of talked about it and thought, “oh, that’s not so bad, in fact it’s quite nice.  Could it actually be realistic?”  

Meanwhile, on the basis of that, the government encouraged a lot of research on all the things that we would need to do, as a kind of insurance policy.  We were not asking to transform everything but we said, “Please, we need to know this, this and this, if we do need to decarbonise the economy very rapidly because there’s all sorts of stuff we don’t know yet but, please, just get this going, just in case.”  

[Continuing the story] There was a general feeling within the scientific community that, actually, it would be more fun to do this, to have real goals and a kind of applied focus. Once the scientific community latched on to this, they started demanding more. “ We can see perfectly clearly there’s a problem here and we think we can come up with lots of solutions. Give us the tools and we’ll do it’. So it was more like - I hesitate to say the Manhattan Project - but something more like that, on a world scale. Others have called it the ‘Apollo-Gaia Project’.

So, okay, we turned the research community around and that was a great start.  Meanwhile, at first the rest of the population carried on its merry way but then there was some kind of ‘enabling event’ that crystallised everyone’s awareness that the situation was now different and demanded urgent, radical, but entirely humane, actions.  

Let me comment in passing on Paul Gilding’s book [The Great Disruption]. He’s saying he thinks the ‘enabling event’ is endogenous and inevitable rather than some discrete trigger.  It would be brilliant if it was, but personally I can’t quite see how that’s going to happen.
I think it probably needs some kind of exogenous event, like [taking an entirely hypothetical example] a piece of the Greenland icecap breaks off causing devastating tsunamis in the Atlantic. 


After such an event, the long-familiar parallel narrative kicks in: everybody’s prepared, psychologically primed.    Very similar, I’m told, to the situation in the ‘30’s Britain, lots of middle-class households talking about what it would be like if there was a war and, “Thank God there isn’t going to be one.  That nice Mr Chamberlain will sort it out.” But they kept talking about it because it was fascinating.  They would say, “Oh, it would mean evacuating the children, it would mean airfields all over the countryside, barbed wire on the beaches.” But when it actually became inevitable, they were ready to accept these things and give the government permission to act in ways that would otherwise be unacceptable. At that point, you could have very rapid change, of course, as in America with the cessation of private car production in 1942.  You know, it just turned round on a dime, just like that. It can be done…If there’s a sufficiently strong signal, I think everybody could get on board and then you’d get a rapid change.

Then, after that, it could be really fun.  I mean, it could be like a bit of a roller-coaster ride.  There’ll be lots of political arguments and debate because there’ll be lots of losers…people whose interests are affected in various ways, but on the other hand, because you can see where you’re going, you’ve got a good goal, it could be rather fun and then people could really get into it.  So I could see that’s all possible.  Except that the required rate of change is much faster than we’re used to.  But to put it in perspective, it would be trivial compared with some of the horrors of the second world war.
JW:
What do you say to the parts of the environment movement and climate movement to say, “Sorry, it’s too late?”  

PH:
I sometimes go to meetings and I find that people are actually talking about that.  There are indeed talking about climate change, but what they mean is just adapting to it.  They don’t mean trying to stop it.  They just accept it.  They don’t seem to feel it’s their job to stop it.  They feel completely passive, disempowered.  

I feel there could be a point where it goes the other way from the narrative I’ve just described.  Eventually everyone throws in the towel. At that moment the Green Movement would have to totally recast its ethics. All those lovely old Guardian-reading, Women’s Institute ethics, all go completely out the window as the tropics start to collapse into savagery and we have to decide who shall be helped, who to abandon, and how to defend ourselves against the desperate. It’s the collapse of civilisation in the sense that our hopes about international order are gone.  The UN will collapse. There will be defensive blocs of countries, otherwise small groups of self-interested people, trying to defend their own things, lifeboat stuff, so that’s just too horrible to think about. It would be a huge mess, my God!  You know, I worked so hard on this, I just don’t want to go to that terrible place. People don’t seem to realise what it means, ethically.  

In preference to that, I would go for geo-engineering as a last resort, and I think this should be a big part of our research programme.  We really need this because we might need drastic emergency measures to stop the whole thing slipping away.  Of course there’s better and worse geoengineering. Air capture seems the most benign. It can happen anywhere, so find the right place to actually bury the stuff, or whatever we’re going to do with it. Then it’s just a question of energy, and of course we can decarbonise the energy system.  Okay, you might say it’s expensive but, you know…whatever it costs.  So you can imagine huge solar-powered machines in the middle of Australia just quietly chugging away and the rest of us pay you to do it.  See what I mean?  Instead of exporting coal, you’ll be storing carbon on our behalf and we’ll pay you handsomely. And that could happen in a lot of places...  


Of course I’d prefer to do it in more benign ways such as we’ve explored in Zero Carbon Britain. That’s the Rolls Royce solution. But in a desperate emergency it’s just too slow and too land-intensive.  So if it just comes down to a question of energy, we can do zero-carbon energy, and quite quickly.  

JW: 
What’s your view about the extent to which decarbonisation at the required speed can happen without a shift in how we understand economic growth and what economic growth means?

PH:
I can’t see how we can continue economic growth.   It just runs away with you! So I’m in favour of a transition to a very slow growth path, perhaps the Peter Victor sort of model.  I’m not an economist but I just feel that’s the requirement.  Above about $15000 dollars per capita GDP the level seems completely arbitrary anyway, in terms of welfare, so why not quit while you’re ahead?

The other side of it, of course, is the lifestyle thing, and we’ve striven to avoid imposed lifestyle changes because we know that just makes the transition much more difficult.  Essentially the ZCB2030 model says, “Hang on, everybody, we’ll do it for you,” and the only noticeable difference is there’ll be less flying, on average, and less meat and dairy, which in practice just means they’re more expensive.  We think this is what most people would prefer: “You do it for us.  Tax us, we’ll pay.  We don’t want to change our lifestyles.  We’re prepared to work harder and pay for it.”  

That’s the majority. However in ZCB3 we are planning to introduce the idea of ‘encouraged’ low-emitting households, perhaps as many as 20% in the UK. We notice that individual households can reduce by up to 70% all on their own, and some would prefer to do this by cultural adaptations rather than paying high taxes for ‘top-down’ solutions. We think the government ought to find ways to make such adaptations worthwhile. 

JW:
Can I finish with two elevator pitch questions.  The first is… if you had a few minutes with the most influential political, perhaps corporate, leaders in Britain and you had a few minutes, a few sentences to convince them of the necessity of really urgent decisive action on climate change, what would you say?

PH:
I tend to just go back to the physics. I go back to things like microwaves, which everybody is familiar with.  If you come down for your breakfast in the morning and turn the microwave on and nothing happens, you don’t say, “Oh, physics must be having a day off.”  You say, “Well, what’s wrong with the equipment?”  You know that there are ‘’invisible rays that cause warming and they’re damn well always going to work! It is remarkable that most people’s everyday confidence in physics is absolute. So I would say, obviously the greenhouse gases are there.  Nobody argues about that.  They’re there and they are our greenhouse gases.  So, therefore, the physics says we should expect some kind of warming.  Indeed it looks as if there is, and it’s about the right sort of level.  So, you know, very simple.  The physics says that this is what we would expect and there it is. Basically all I want from sceptics is to accept that we are not gullible or thick but behaving reasonably on the balance of probabilities, while remaining open to contrary evidence. And please show me some!
JW:
And if they then said, “Yes, fair enough, I’m accepting your argument.  Tell me the two or three things we should do as a government immediately?”  What should we do first?  What are the priorities?

PH:
You can’t do it just by piecemeal tinkering.  You’ve got to have a strategy, so you’ve got to know where you’re going.  You need to engage the research and policy communities in exploring very-low-carbon futures, and transition plans to go with them. At the same time you start steering research into areas we know we’ll need more data about, based on your future studies, and allowing for a lot of uncertainties. 


Then you’ve got to start promoting the transition, but at first, only as a possibility.  People would say, “What do you mean, we might have to do this?”  You say, “Well, we’re still not convinced about everything, but we’ve got enough evidence now that it might be like this, and it is only prudent to give it an airing. What do you think” 

Let me comment that I’m surprised that ‘they’ (the political establishment) are not doing that at all.  They could do it without frightening the horses too much.  They could make it seem like another possible world, and use the standard propaganda arts to make it seem a reasonable alternative.  They did it once before, during the Cold War.  “There could be a nuclear war, you know.”  Well, horrendous.  “But we’ve got the Civil Defence system; this is how it would be and this is what you do.”  It was all a bit weird, but at least they did promote some kind of alternative public vision. It was indeed widely mocked, but it was widely discussed. 

I must say I like the idea that our ‘parallel narratives’ might get to the state of being mocked!

Probably the government should have plans to contain localised collapses.  It might be that the increasing interconnectedness of everything is more brittle than we think, and once things start to unravel it could go sour quite quickly.  I think that there times when we’ve come perilously close.  In 2000 we had a truck strike of fuel delivery drivers.  Only three days later the government had to cave in.  Just nothing was working.  It was very, very brittle. I think people would be less nervous about embracing changes in society if they knew that come what may their basic needs would be taken care of. I’d like to see a kind of emergency guarantee of basic conditions so there is no panic, no amplification of instability.  Food, shelter, security, energy, communication. Perhaps indeed a bit like civil defence, but something everybody has absolute confidence in. 

JW:
And your own choices about where you’re going to put your energy over the next three or four years in relation to Zero Carbon Britain project and later projects?

PH:
It’s the analysis…I’m particularly interested in the food and land side. Energy is still the most important factor, but food and land are still much more important than is generally thought, and even more so in terms of the non-climate aspects of sustainability. So I’ll be working on that in various ways.


In terms of personal ethics, I don’t want to be so beholden to the system that a large part of my brain is unconsciously back-pedalling.  If you’re effectively committed to a high carbon lifestyle, then although you might theoretically, think decarbonisation is good idea, when suddenly you are faced with its consequences, you find yourself voting for armageddon.  

Although ZCB is essentially a top-down model, there is room in it for radically decarbonising households that could make a significant contribution. I like to think I know how to be one of these.  I like to think …I’m ready for it, I know what it’s about, and at the drop of a hat, I can just do it.  I can be an example and show other people that it’s not so difficult, it’s like this, and like that; and we can learn together. 

I think that’s what I ought to do.
JW:
Thank you.

