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Helen Goodman was MP for 

Bishop Auckland 2005-2014. 

Prior to that she was on the 

Treasury Select Committee 

2015-17; Public Accounts 

Committee 2005-07 and on 

the Committee for the 

ground breaking Climate 

Change Act of 2008. She 

initiated Parliamentary 

debates to mandate 

ministers prior to the Paris 

summit and on Geothermal 

Energy. 

In this article Helen gives her 

thoughts on the impacts of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, both 

negative and positive, and 

argues that a focus on 

decarbonisation and 

opportunities such as 

geothermal energy should be 

prioritised moving forward. 

The fall in economic activity caused 
by the lockdowns across the globe 
are dramatic and mean that CO2 
emissions may fall by 10%. But 
what are we going to do to prevent 
the bounce back from simply 
returning us to dangerous trends? 
Let’s look at the pros and cons of 
the current situation. 
 
On the upside; CO2 and other 
pollutants are down. In big cities like 
Delhi and Beijing the effects are 
noticeable. Even in London people 
can now hear birdsong without the 
constant hum and roar of traffic. But 
we should be wary of claiming this 
as a positive: firstly because the 
impact on CO2 concentrations are 
small; secondly because they are 
reversible not structural and thirdly 
because the lockdown, though 
necessary, is very uncomfortable. 
We don’t want people to continue to 
associate environmental 
responsibility with deprivation. 
 
The particular changes required in 
the lockdown are skewed towards 
transport and of course aviation is 
one of the most carbon intensive 
activities. So if people readjust to 
flying and commuting less and 
holding virtual zoom meetings 
more, then that would be a 
permanent positive shift. However, 
this would be offset to the extent 
that people grew nervous about 
using public transport and preferred 
their own cars. 
 
There are other behavioural 
changes which may outlast the 

virus crisis to a small degree- an 
emphasis on locally sustainable 
economies: local shops and locally 
produced food.(Though what might 
be a plus for us is having a 
disastrous impact on some 
developing countries which are 
losing markets  and this needs an 
international response.)  
 

 
Many people will also take away the 
useful lesson that what they do as 
individuals can make a difference – 
it’s a wakeup call for engagement. 
 
The lockdown is of course giving 
people an opportunity to reflect on 
what they care about and for some 
this includes an appreciation of the 
natural world. But, honestly, if 
you’re in a 20 storey tower block the 
end of this lockdown is unlikely to 
mean your priority is preserving 
biodiversity. 
 

 
 

 
We don’t want people 

to continue to associate 

environmental responsibility 

with deprivation.” 

 
an important point is to 

make [addressing climate 

change] attractive and align it 

with other legitimate 

objectives.” 



There will be many pressures and 
priorities clamouring for government 
attention-so we’ve already seen 
COP26 put back. The need to 
invest in health and social care;  the 
drive for a more equitable income 
distribution; the need to bring 
greater job security to those on zero 
hour contracts are not in 
themselves inimitable to tackling 
climate change, but they do take 
time, energy and money. If we 
move into recession there will be 
less of all three. 
 
So for those of us who are using 
this period of enforced reflection to 
consider how to address climate 
change an important point is to 
make it attractive and align it with 
other legitimate objectives. 
 
One plus is the renewed respect for 
science and “experts”. Another is 
the recognition that markets are not 
enough to solve public policy 
problems and acceptance that 
government must act.  
 
Government will be looking to 
introduce stimulus packages and 
there’s a real opportunity to ensure 
these are used to decarbonise 
activity. The lockdown may have 
reduced economic activity, but it 
has done nothing to shift sources of 
power and heat generation. This, 
rather than shiny transport 
megaprojects and airline subsidies, 
should be a priority. 
 

 
Without government action we now 
know that the British economy will 
shrink by 14% this year and 
unemployment rise to 10%. So the 

Chancellor is actively looking for 
“shovel ready” projects to get things 
moving again. In the 1930s John 
Maynard Keynes wrote that to get 
out of recession, it would even be 
worth paying people just to dig 
holes and fill them in again. 
However, now we are also facing 
the twin crisis of climate change, so 
we need to take a different path. 
Every single government spending 
proposal should be audited to 
ensure it is helping us on the path 
to transforming our economy toward 
climate responsibility.  

 
In this context DEI’s work can make 
a significant contribution. The 
untapped geothermal resource of 
mine water could heat 7 million 
homes in the UK, providing 100GW 
of power -and amounting to 16% of 
the energy we currently consume, 
at the same time improving our 
energy security. Properly exploited 
it would turn a £3billion liability into 
a £72 billion asset and create up to 
300,000 jobs. Moreover this low-
carbon heat resource is largely in 
former industrial communities 
where economic development is 
much needed. 
 
The perspective is similar across 
the globe. The world economy is 
expected to shrink by between 4 
and 8%: the climate crisis is a 
shared crisis and there are 
geothermal resources in many 
countries. While it is unfortunate 
that it has been necessary to push 
back COP26 by a year, this does 
give us the chance to work up some 
really strong proposals. One of 
these is surely an international 

commitment to develop geothermal 
heat and power projects. 
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this low-carbon heat 

resource [geothermal from 

mine water] is largely in 

former industrial 

communities where 

economic development is 

much needed.” 

The UK Geothermal Energy 

Resource 

 

Find out more about Durham 

Energy Institute’s work on 

Geothermal Energy in the UK 

and our work with Helen 

Goodman to promote this 

promising low-carbon heat 

resource to Government. 

 

The UK's geothermal 

resources are significant and 

could supply heat to the UK for 

over a century.  

 

Our innovative research 

considers water in abandoned 

mines a future low carbon heat 

source. We are working with 

the Coal Authority, Regional 

Local Enterprise Partnerships, 

Durham County Council, the 

BritGeothermal partnership 

and industry to explore this 

potential and develop 

demonstrators in the UK.  

 

Find out more at: 

www.durham.ac.uk/dei/

research/geothermal/ 
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