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An image from the 
London Futures 
exhibition, on display 
at the Museum
of London until
6 March 2011
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Perception 
or reality?
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Climate scientists 
admit that a 
forecast beyond 
fi ve days is useless, 
but they can predict 
the�Earth’s climate 
at the end of the 
century
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Severe fl ooding hit Pakistan after rainfall of over 200mm per day in some areas

Russia’s heatwave of up to 40°C, and 
severe air pollution from forest fi res, 
caused thousands of deaths
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This doesn’t 
mean climate 
change isn’t 
happening…
It just means 
we won’t know 
for sure until 
it’s too late
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IS THE WORLD facing a looming oil crunch? 
Until recently, most energy experts would have 
considered this question alarmist. Today, a 
number of indicators point to growing instability 
in global oil markets. 

When the oil price hit a record $147 per barrel 
in 2008, shockwaves were sent through the 
global economy. The economic recession brought 
prices down to $32 at the end of that year, but 
as the economic recovery gets under way prices 
are pushing up again, reaching $75 in September 
2010. More and more analysts now argue that 
the era of cheap oil is over, and that greater price 
volatility will be with us for the foreseeable future. 
This could have severe consequences for Britain. 

Two long-term developments are behind 
this worrying trend. For decades, oil demand 
has been rising steadily. Britain and other 
industrialised countries may have been able 
to halt the growth in oil consumption within 
their own shores, largely by greater energy 
effi ciency and a shift away from energy-intensive 
manufacturing. But the forces of globalisation 
are changing the dynamics of future energy 
demand, which will be driven by the emerging 
economies. Countries such as China and India 
are experiencing unfettered growth of export-
orientated industries and rapidly rising car 
ownership among the new middle classes. 
Their thirst for oil will more than compensate 
for the weakening of demand in established 
industrialised countries.

The second development involves growing 
oil supply constraints. These have been less 
visible but could be of even greater 
importance. Just as global oil demand 
is returning to its long-term growth 
path, oil production is starting to 
come up against barriers that will 
prevent it from keeping up with this 
demand. Chronic under-investment in 
oil exploration and production is one 
factor. More worrying is the prognosis 
that the world may soon be passing 
peak oil, the point at which the global 
capacity to produce oil reaches its 
highest point and starts to level off or decline. 
With supply unable to serve growing demand, oil 
prices are bound to rise. 

Peak oil theory dates back to the 1950s but 
has only recently gained traction in expert circles. 
Throughout the second half of the 20th century, 
oil companies sought to reassure the public that 
the world would not run out of oil any time 
soon. A series of major oilfi eld discoveries 
bolstered their argument that oil reserves were 
plentiful. In any case, technological innovation 
would allow us to fi nd oil in ever more remote 
locations, or to replace it altogether with another 
energy source.
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Crunch time?

But the situation has changed dramatically in 
the past few years. New oil discoveries are failing to 
keep up with current consumption rates, and BP’s 
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico has undESRCored the 
commercial and environmental risks involved in the 
scramble for ever more remote oil reserves. 
A growing number of studies now point to a rapidly 
approaching oil peak. In 2009, the UK Energy 
Research Centre produced a comprehensive review 
of 500 such studies and concluded that ‘a peak in 
conventional oil production before 2030 appears 
likely and there is a signifi cant risk of a peak before 
2020’. Britain’s Industry Taskforce on Peak Oil and 
Energy Security underlined this fi nding in its 2010 
report and warned that we could reach peak oil 
even sooner, in a matter of years. 

The debate on the precise timing 
of the oil peak will continue for 
some time. But as signs of growing 
distress in oil markets become 
visible, now is the time to start 
preparing for the looming oil crunch. 
Greater price volatility and short-term 
supply shocks will have far-reaching 
consequences for the British 
economy and society. The effects 
will be felt most strongly in the 
transport sector, which continues to 

rely heavily on oil-based liquid fuels. Road and air 
transport’s share of oil demand in Britain has risen 
to more than 50 per cent of overall consumption, 
and air travel and road haulage are now the key 
reason why Britain remains dangerously addicted 
to oil. As the global oil crunch approaches, sudden 
and dramatic price rises will become the norm, 
and market instability will feed through the entire 
economy, affecting producers and consumers alike. 

Dealing with this threat poses a serious 
challenge, not least because industrial societies 
have become accustomed to the availability of 
steady supplies of cheap oil. As the US Department 
of Energy warned in 2007, “peak oil presents 

the world with a risk management problem of 
tremendous complexity”. In the short run, even 
small disruptions to global oil markets would 
translate into large price rises, particularly due 
to the inability of the transport sector to replace 
oil-based liquid fuels with alternatives. Building 
up stockpiles of strategic oil reserves would 
somewhat cushion the effects of such supply 
shocks. But this would be a costly and limited 
form of preventive action that would 
leave the economy in a state of oil dependence. 
There simply are no short-term fi xes for an 
oil crunch.

What is needed is a more comprehensive 
and long-term programme of investment to 
reduce our addiction to oil. A multitude of 
approaches will be needed. They include energy 
effi ciency, developing renewable energy, and 
changing urban infrastructure. But it will take 
decades to transform Britain’s transport system, 
by increasing energy effi ciency, promoting public 
transport and inducing behavioural change. 

The good news is that energy security and 
climate change policy can work together to 
promote this transformational shift. Current efforts 
to reduce the country’s carbon footprint should 
help Britain to reduce its reliance on oil in power 
generation, manufacturing and transport. But 
the longer we delay this kind of investment, the 
harder we will be hit, be it by a warming climate 
or a global oil crunch. �

www.lse.ac.uk/depts/global
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Reliance on oil for transport and manufacturing will take decades to change

As the oil 
crunch 
approaches, 
sudden and 
dramatic price 
rises will 
become the 
norm
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PUBLICLY-FUNDED DEMONSTRATION�+,�������
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IS CONSUMING MORE locally-grown food the 
key to revitalising our agricultural communities, 
reducing our food miles and tackling 
greenhouse gas emissions? There is increasing 
interest in community food hubs as a model 
for bringing together food producers and 
consumers within local communities. 

The hope is that, as well as delivering 
fresh and affordable local food, they can 
help to create more sustainable and resilient 
communities. Exactly how this can be achieved 
in the face of a global food market dominated 
by the major retailers is the subject of a 
research partnership between the ESRC Centre 
for Business Relationships, Accountability, 
Sustainability and Society (BRASS) at Cardiff 
University, and a pioneering community food 
hub business called Stroudco.

Researchers Dr. Julie Newton and 
Dr. Alex Franklin from BRASS are working 
with Stroudco to explore some of the 
challenges and opportunities faced by local 

Taking advantage of 
the green revolution

Local food 
for locals

Despite its wind resources, Britain has failed
to exploit wind power

Stroudco community food hub is working with BRASS to explore the challenges faced by local initiatives

sustainability initiatives, which attempt to bring 
diverse communities together. The research will 
also examine how democratically owned and 
run social enterprises, with an emphasis on 
member participation and community building, 
can contribute to the achievement of sustainable 
behaviour change.

As the name suggests, Stroudco is located 
in Stroud, Gloucestershire, a market town 
containing a dynamic and innovative core of 

committed sustainability activists within a 
sizeable, diverse and comparatively indifferent 
population. Stroudco has secured funding from 
a variety of sources to cover its running costs for 
three years, and aims to grow to reach a target 
of 200 producer and consumer members. The 
scheme operates through an online ordering 
system where consumers pay in advance for 
produce that they collect fortnightly at a local 
school. Prices are ten per cent below comparable 
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www.eprg.group.cam.ac.uk

Carbon 
reduction 
champions

British retailers are teaming up with 
environmental bodies to ensure carbon reduction
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Companies 
recognise that 
engaging with 
employees, 
customers 
and suppliers 
improves 
implementation
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www.aimresearch.org (the Uncertain Middle)

retail prices because the producers are 
selling directly to local consumers. Stroudco 
is deliberately aiming to recruit consumer 
members from deprived neighbourhoods and 
those who may not have previously been 
involved in local sustainability initiatives.

The aim is for Stroudco to act as a testbed 
for the reorganisation of local food markets 
and to provide lessons for groups wishing to 
replicate the model elsewhere. The BRASS 
researchers are working alongside Stroudco 
to explore ways of engaging the wider Stroud 
community, who may not all be interested in 
sustainability. Preliminary research suggests that 
there has been tension between the practical 
logistics of getting Stroudco up and running and 
the recruitment of the target audience. An early 
priority has been to sign up enough different 
local producers offering a wide enough variety 
of affordable products to attract consumers, and 
by the same token to recruit enough consumers 
to make it worth the producers’ while. 

This ‘chicken and egg’ situation is the fi rst 
of many challenges that Stroudco will have to 
overcome, but as it does so, the lessons learnt 
will help the future development of local food 
throughout Britain. ■

www.stroudco.org.uk
YouTube video: AJyYH8OJoww
www.brass.cf.ac.uk/projects/
keywords/food
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REDUCING CARBON EMISSIONS�����������
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www.brass.cf.ac.uk/projects/keywords/
automotive
www.greenpeace.org/eu-unit/press-centre/
reports/lowering-the-bar-for-cars-20-05-10

THE PUBLIC COULD play an important role 
in protecting our historic gardens and rural 
landscapes from disease, but we need wider 
public debate about the threat posed by newly 
emerging tree diseases, say researchers from 
Imperial College London. 

The team is investigating Phytophthora 
ramorum (sometimes known as Sudden Oak 
Death) and the related pathogen, Phytophthora 
kernoviae on woodland and historic gardens, as 
part of the Research Councils UK Rural Economy 
and Land Use (RELU) Programme. 

Popular tourist destinations in the West 
Country in particular have been badly affected. 
Cornish gardens are a spring attraction for many 
visitors, but they are also highly susceptible 
to these diseases. Woodland and commercial 
forestry are at risk and during 2010, the Forestry 
Commission began felling thousands of trees in 
Devon and Cornwall in an effort to contain the 
outbreak. Even heathland species such as bilberry 
can become infected, threatening one of the most 
important habitats in Britain. 

How low can you go?

Save our 
spaces

Transport is responsible for 12 per cent of 
greenhouse gas emissions in Europe

Sudden Oak 
Death biosecurity
– just one of 
many measures 
to ward off 
disease

Controlling any disease outbreak is diffi cult 
once a pathogen such as ramorum has become 
established. The team has found that the public 
would be willing to play a greater role in monitoring 
disease spread and taking actions to minimise the 
risk, but know little about it. They argue that there 
is a need for the public to be better informed about 
the links between the international trade in plant 
material and the resulting biosecurity risks, with 
conservation groups and government agencies at 
the forefront. 

Dr Clive Potter from Imperial College, who led 
the research, said: “When these new diseases 
fi rst came to light, some of those responsible for 
managing heritage gardens were reluctant to raise 
awareness of it for fear of discouraging visitors. But 

we have been looking back at the situation in the 
1970s, when Dutch elm disease wrought havoc 
with familiar landscapes, with the aim of learning 
from that experience. And our research suggests 
that a more open policy that draws attention 
to the link between garden visits and disease 
spread would be helpful. People who love to 
visit gardens, who use our open spaces and who 
enjoy woodland and heathlands want to play a 
role in protecting them. 

“We are working with organisations such as 
the National Trust, the Royal Horticultural Society 
and the Forestry Commission on the application 
of our research.” ■

www.relu.ac.uk
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A new manifesto
Researchers debate a world where science and technology work more directly for social justice, poverty alleviation and the environment
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Thousands of 
children die 
daily from 
waterborne 
diseases and 
more than a 
billion people 
go hungry
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Animal diseases 
that can be passed 
to humans, or affect 
international trade, 
are higher priorities 
for the EU

The measures needed to secure fl ood protection 
could take their toll on the British countryside

or additional expenditure on items such as 
animal feed, while the remainder involved 
damage to property and machinery and the 
costs of cleaning up after the waters receded. 
Most agricultural losses were not insured and 
on average, compensation payments only 
covered fi ve per cent of fl ood-damage costs.

Government strategy is increasingly 
looking at ways of using fl oodplains and 
agricultural land to manage water and 
protect densely populated areas. This 
means that we are making more demands 
on land and requiring it to perform 
multiple functions. These include food 
production and supporting biodiversity, 
as well as fl oodwater storage. The RELU 
team has been investigating these 
competing demands on rural fl oodplains. 
They conclude that there is a need for an 
integrated approach to policy that takes into 
account the wide range of services provided 
by the fl oodplain, and the inevitable trade-
offs that must be made.

Professor Joe Morris of Cranfi eld 
University, who led the research, says: 

FLOODING CAUSES MISERY for individuals 
and economic problems for communities, and it 
seems to be on the increase. Countryside land 
management could play an increasingly important 
role in fl ood planning in the future, according to 
researchers at Cranfi eld University and the Open 
University, but we need to acknowledge the price 
that rural communities may be paying to protect 
our towns and cities.

Research carried out as part of the UK 
Research Councils’ RELU Programme has looked at 
the effects of the severe fl oods of summer 2007. 
Around 42,000 hectares of agricultural land were 
affected, causing damage costing £50 million. Over 
80 per cent of that was caused by crop losses 
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The price of 
protection
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Risk regulation could help minimise the damage caused by natural disasters

DEVELOPING MITIGATION STRATEGIES�5���
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Pre-empting
natural disasters

Crucial policy 
decisions need 
to be made 
about balancing 
the anticipation 
of risks and 
resilience to 
them
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“Past policy interventions in fl oodplains have 
promoted different objectives at different 
times. For 50 years we had ‘reclamation and 
improvement’ for food production, but since 
the 1990s greater recognition has been given 
to other benefi ts provided by fl oodplain 
ecosystems, such as biodiversity and enjoyment 
of the countryside. And now fl ood management 
is rising up the agenda. Increased global 
demand for food and energy, combined with 
the prospect of climate change, could reinstate 
the importance of agricultural production in 
fl oodplains, especially as these areas contain 
almost 60 per cent of our Grade 1 land.

“We need to join up the hitherto 
fragmented policies and funding mechanisms 
to support an integrated approach, developing 
new collaborations between private and public 
organisations in the process. The forthcoming 
review of the Common Agricultural Policy 
provides a great opportunity to explore how 
best to use our limited land resources, as well as 
public funds, for maximum overall benefi t.” ■

www.relu.ac.uk
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Figure 1.  Average risk of downsizing across sectors Figure 2  Correlation between downsizing risk and 
intensity measures
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The cost of carbon emissions
Notes: The bars show the sector-level average score measuring the risk of 
downsizing as a consequence of climate policy at the three-digit industry level.

Notes: Each three-digit (NACE 1.1) sector is represented by one green and one red 
point. The horizontal axis measures for red points normalised carbon intensity 
(VaS) and for green points normalised trade intensity (TI). The vertical axis 
measures the downsizing risk score derived from the interviews with managers. 
The two lines represent the fi tted values for each set of points.

Notes: The fi gure plots the 
position of the sectors included 
in the interview sample in terms 
of the two criteria proposed 
for exempting sectors from 
auctioning of permits. The size 
of the circles is proportional to 
the number of fi rms in a given 
four-digit industry (NACE 1.1 
classifi cation). The rectangles 
A, B, C and D represent the 
four sets of eligible sectors 
defi ned by the Commission’s 
thresholds for the two criteria. 
The solid lines show mean 
trade and carbon intensities, 
and the dotted lines represent 
the respective employment-
weighted means.
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Figure 3.  Value at stake and trade intensity of sectors in the sample 



News | ENVIRONMENT

Britain in 2011   19

IF CLIMATE CHANGE�
��)��*�*�+)�**,)��-��
.-)��.
����--��*,++�
�* �.����:���/��
0-��--$�0-�0���,+����*�0-�+)-�,����-)��-��
.��0�.����������
���*���/��0)��
0
-����:�
�����)�
*���-��-,)��
��* �����.���-,���*���
�
/�*0-�$���)�
������-�
����-)��
�0��*
/��

��*-����)��*����������	
�������
��
�������
��������������	����
�����	������
�����
�����
������	�������
	����������������

�����	������������������
������
����������	�
���������������
	�:����
��
�����	�����������
�	�
�	���	
����������
���������������������������
���	�
�����
��
�	���	������
��
���������������������	�
�
������������	�����	�����������	
����������

��
�������������������	�� �	��	�������	�
�
������������	

	�����������������������	��
����	������
��������������
	���������
��

!��"��#�$�����������%
���$&'(<��
���)����*����	���
��(�
����+�'����	�
����
"���
��,������-���
�����:�+�=.����������
��	�#�������������������������
�����	

��>����:�����	������:�
����	������������	��
��	�
�
����������
	�������
��
��
���������������
���

=��������������
�������������	����������
������������������

	�
������	��������
�����������������	�������:�������������
�����
��������������	
���������
����

��������������
	�
������������
��<��
�������������������������������������	����
��������:��	����	���� �����	��������	��
����

	�
���
�������������	���������:����
�������
��������	
�������������	���
���
����
��	���������������������������������	��
����������	�:����������������������
 �	�	�������
��	���?

�����
������	���������	���	
���	���
���
����
	�
�����
��������������������	
�
	���
�����	��	�	�������
	������#������������������
����
���	�
����
	�������������������
���
:��
������
����	������
������
������������
��
������������������	���
����
������������
���
������������������	���
�������
��
������
:������������������������	����
�������	
����������

:�������������������

��
�����������	������	�
��������
������������

��	�
�������������������
!��	��
���	��������
�	������/012������
/032�����	�����������
����������#	�
�
��	���	����	���������� 
��#	�
������	������
����������	�
�������������
����
�����������
�����������������������
������������������

$�����	�
�����
�������
�������
��
�
�����	�
����#�	����������	
�
	�����������
�����	�#�����	
�4���������������
�������������
��������4��������#�������������
������������
����������������������������������������

�����������	�
����������	�
��■

www.relu.ac.uk

Look to 
the hills

�	

����������������@5��	

	��������:����	��
����	�����������
	�������:�������������	������
	��������������	�	�
��	�#���������	�����	���
���������	

�����	������������	�������������	
:�
,	
����6��
����������������������	�����	�	�����
�	�����������������������������������	�����	�:�
��	���	���������	�
��������-���	��	��<��
��	���	������������	���������	��	�����������������
�������	�����	�:��������������62��������������	��
	���	��
�������
:���������4��������������������
�����������������������	�����	�:������
�����
�������������������������������������
�
:�
�����������������������	���	���+7�����!8�

,	
����9����������������
���	�#�����������
������������
������	����	4����	��,	
����6������

	����+	������
�8��
���	��	����������	�����	���
�	��	��������
���������	����

������������
:�

������������ ����������	
������������	�	�
�
�	�#������������������������������	�:	�
�����
��	���	������������	������������	��	�
���������
��
:�
������������ ����������
������-�����!��
���
��������������������	����

����������������
�����������������	����������������
����	���
���@62���	�����
��
��������������������������
&��������
��������������������@5��	

	����

$�����������
	�	�
����:���	������������
���������	4�������	�:����	������:����������:�
���
�����������#������4�����������������
����
�����������	�����������������������	�	���
�����
��%�������������:��������
������

:�
������������	�	
������������	�
:���
����	���
������������	
�������������	�������
��%	������

����������	�����
����
�������
���������	����

�������������
����	��������#���������
4�����	�
���	�	����

cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/pa010.pdf
�

�����������������������	�
���������
	����������

Figure 4.  Impact measures across 
‘at risk’ groups 

Notes: The green bars represent, for each set of fi rms 
as described on the horizontal axis, the average score 
measuring the risk of downsizing as a consequence 
of climate policy. The orange segments represent the 
confi dence bands, calculated at the 95 per cent level.
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Upland wildlife habitats could be under pressure to produce crops or biofuels
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COUNTRIES THE WORLD over must meet the 
energy needs of their citizens and industries 
while trying to tackle climate change. Is it possible 
to imagine development paths that generate 
fewer greenhouse gases, in a world where 1.6 
billion people have no access to electricity? 
This challenge presents economic and 
technological issues of staggering proportions 
but the challenges are also fundamentally 
political in nature. 

BROKENHAGEN?
Many people vested high hopes in the 2009 
climate change summit in Copenhagen. They 
expected rich countries to sign binding obligations 
to reduce emissions, and to raise billions of 
dollars to help developing countries cut carbon 
use and adapt to the impact of climate change, 
without affecting their efforts to combat poverty.

That expectation was dashed amid the 
worst fi nancial crisis in over half a century, a fatal 
lack of political leadership, and tension between 
wealthier countries and poorer ones over who 
bears most responsibility for our present plight.  

The fact that countries failed to produce a 
deal, and are unlikely to do so in Cancún in 2010, 
has led many to despair about tackling climate 
change, or the poverty that it deepens by hitting 
the poorest and most vulnerable the hardest. 

Yet away from the negotiating halls of the 
UN, there are radical shifts taking place among 
businesses, governments and civil society 
organisations that may yet play a key role in 
bringing about a transition to a low-carbon 
economy. Though this change started in Europe 
and North America, countries such as China and 
India are now leading the way. They 
are combining state leadership with 
market instruments to ensure that 
they are well placed to benefi t from 
opportunities that might arise in a low-
carbon economy, and to access the 
$100 billion a year of climate fi nance 
by 2020 promised at Copenhagen. 

INDIA SHINING?
It is a cliché to say ‘India is a land 
of contrasts’, but like most clichés it 
contains an element of truth. India 
is home to many of the world’s wealthiest 
individuals and to a middle class whose 
contribution to climate change exceeds that of 
Australia by some estimates. But it is also where 
a third of the world’s poor live. 

Much is made of the new ‘India shining,’
and there is no doubting India’s economic 
success. This has resulted in emissions that place 
India among the world’s top fi ve emitters. But 
if we look at emissions per capita, India is just 
139th in the world. 
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The politics of change

India’s approach to climate change is positive. 
It has a National Action Plan on Climate Change, 
national missions on solar energy, and proposals 
for an internal Renewable Energy Certifi cate (REC) 
and energy effi ciency (PAT – Perform, Achieve and 
Trade) scheme. All are driven by concerns about 
energy security and energy poverty more than 
by climate change itself. India will not be lectured 
to about the need for action by an international 
community that has failed to deliver its own 
emissions reductions. Instead, it appears to be 
adopting active policy responses that are aligned 
with national priorities and which are not, for 
the most part, dependent on fi nancing or other 
assistance from the UN climate institutions.  

India’s experience points to the importance of 
a clear national strategy that can be 
pursued at many levels and which 
creates clear incentives for the private 
sector. By using policies such as 
feed-in tariffs, and creating internal 
markets in renewable energy and 
energy effi ciency, the government 
of India has provided incentives 
for industries to take action. This 
helps the country’s energy security 
situation by reducing its dependence 
on imported oil. And although the 
Indian government has not used 

these terms, these measures also allow India to 
show the world that it is taking action on climate 
change. Alongside India’s national actions, many 
Indian states are also developing their own climate-
change plans.

Projects and investments that are not viable 
on these domestic markets, but which contribute 
to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, are 
also eligible for project funds through the Kyoto 
Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism. This 
allows richer countries such as Britain, one of the 

largest buyers in this market, to buy emissions 
reductions in places like India where it is cheaper 
to do so. India is the world’s second largest 
recipient of projects of this type, many of which 
are in the energy sector. 

IT’S POLITICS, STUPID
The future of climate change politics at 
international level is uncertain. In the vacuum 
left by stalled UN progress, dozens of initiatives 
involving cities, businesses and civil society 
organisations have sprung up to generate fi nance, 
support technologies and set their own targets 
to reduce greenhouse emissions. These steps 
are important, but they are no substitute for a 
comprehensive global agreement that allocates 
responsibilities and manages the funding for 
emissions reductions and adaptation.  

But India shows that as the centre of 
economic and political power in the world shifts 
further East, we may fi nd leadership on climate 
change coming from countries using all the 
power at their disposal to deliver low carbon 
development aimed at addressing poverty. �
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Protesters at Copenhagen wanted binding obligations to reduce emissions

The fact that 
countries 
failed to 
produce a 
deal has 
led many to 
despair about 
addressing 
climate change
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