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Providing easy and plentiful sources of energy is a key challenge
confronting any society and is today one of the most fiercely
contested areas of policy. Since the Industrial Revolution, global
demand for energy has soared, which has been sustained by
learning how to exploit fossil fuel resources. A total of 95% of the
world’s energy currently comes from fossil fuels and the modern
world would be unrecognisable without their use. However
energy experts, such as the International Energy Agency, warn
the world is facing an ‘energy crunch’, caused in part by the
difficulties posed by increasing energy demand as the developing
world industrialises, and uncertain supply over fossil fuels,

allied with increasing concerns over the environmental impact

of carbon emissions [Ref: Financial Times]. European Union
countries, including the UK, have pledged to reduce their carbon
emissions by 20% by 2020, placing even greater demands on

the quest for alternative sources of energy. Some commentators
suggest that future energy policy should be predicated on the
assumption that the world has a limited amount of fossil fuel left,
pointing to the strides countries such as Denmark have made

in cutting carbon by investing heavily in alternative energy and
imposing heavy restrictions on carbon-intensive sources. Others
maintain that fossil fuels must continue to play a vital role in the
foreseeable future: not just in rapidly industrialising countries
such as China and India, but also in meeting the difficult
challenge of keeping the lights on in the developed world [Ref:

Economist]. This debate hinges on three questions: how much

energy does the world need; how can we best produce it; and
what price is society willing to pay for it?
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THE ENERGY DEBATE IN CONTEXT

The end of fossil fuel?

The Deepwater Horizon (BP) oil spill in April 2010 offered a stark
reminder of the dangers inherent in extracting fossil fuels [Ref:
BBC News]. Some warn that oil production has reached a ‘peak’
and that extracting fossil fuels will become increasingly costly
and dangerous as supplies become more unstable. Furthermore
accessing resources from the developing world has become a
core challenge of foreign policy and some argue that it usually
comes at an unacceptable cost for poor nations suffering from
the ‘resource curse’. While these arguments are disputed [Ref:
New York Times], and the long term impacts of the BP oil spill
may be less than the catastrophic levels some had feared [Ref:
Guardian], for many the wider environmental and social costs
caused by society’s ‘addiction’ to oil should be motivation
enough for developed nations to force themselves off finite
resources and to develop cleaner, sustainable energy supplies
[Ref: Independent]. It is argued that the end of government
subsidies, alongside controversial moves to set a floor price for
carbon that takes into account its environmental impact, is not
enough to move into a post-carbon world, and that tougher
regulations and sanctions are needed [Ref: Guardian].

What forms of alternative energy are there?
Whilst there are alternative sources of energy, they are not
yet in a position to take up the role of fossil fuels: academic
Bjorn Lomborg makes the point that to cut carbon emissions
by 50% in 2050, every year until then the world would need
to build 30 nuclear reactors, 17,000 windmills, 400 biomass
power plants, and two versions of China’s Three Gorges Dam
[Ref: Project Syndicate]. Nuclear power offers a carbon-free,
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and comparatively efficient, source of energy but safety
concerns, symbolised by the Chernobyl meltdown in 1986, and
a reluctance to invest in nuclear infrastructure, which is costly
and time-consuming in the short term, means that countries
such as the UK struggle to maintain even their existing levels of
nuclear supply [Ref: Telegraph]. In late 2010, the UK’s Energy
and Climate Change Secretary approved the building of new
nuclear reactors, but critics are divided over whether this will
solve the problem, or create new risks [Ref: Telegraph]. The
potential of renewable technologies such as wind and solar

are fiercely debated [Ref: Economist]. They currently make up
only 5% of total UK supply [Ref: ESRC], and there are enormous
logistical problems concerning storage and reliability [Ref: Wall
Street Journal]. Some argue that governments should follow the
example of Denmark and Iceland, working harder to price out
fossil fuels and invest in alternative renewable energy sources
[Ref: Scientific American].

Why not use less energy?

Some argue that the shortfall in supply could be met by focusing
on reducing energy consumption [Ref: Battle in Print]. There
have been considerable investments and developments made in
energy efficiency technologies, ranging from energy-saving light-
bulbs (now legally required across the EU) and smart-meters

to monitor home usage; to schemes that allow home users to
generate electricity using solar panels or wind turbines and
plans for low-carbon ‘transition towns’ [Ref: Local Government].

High-profile campaigns such as 10:10 [Ref: 10:10] and the Energy

Saving Trust [Ref: Energy Saving Trust] claim that individuals
could easily cut out 10% of their carbon emissions by making
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adjustments to their lifestyles [Ref: Guardian]. However others
guestion whether constraining individuals’ consumption is a
desirable goal at all, pointing out that using less energy generally
necessitates reductions in freedoms in everyday life such as
mobility, leisure time and personal consumption, which we
currently take for granted [Ref: spiked].

Shale gas: a future for fossil fuels?

A ‘natural’ resource only becomes an energy source when
society develops the technology and knowledge to exploit

it: therefore, the definition of what acts as a finite or limited
resource depends on context. A significant recent breakthrough
for the fossil fuel industry has been seen in the development of
“fracking’ — a drilling technique which enables energy companies
to exploit previously untapped resources of unconventional
gases such as shale gas [Ref: Prospect]. Such technologies
arguably have the potential to give an abundant supply of low-
carbon fossil fuels that can be exploited all around the world
[Ref: Washington Post]. As a relatively new method, however,
shale gas extraction carries certain risks; and allegations (as yet
unproven) regarding the toxicity of the chemicals involved and
the impact on water supplies have already led to vociferous
opposition [Ref: BBC News]. Furthermore, some argue
discoveries like shale gas will only encourage the thirst for fossil
fuels and that the long-term solution to resource shortages is not
finding another finite energy supply [Ref: Guardian].
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Obama could kill fossil fuels overnight with a nuclear dash for
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