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DURHAM Energy Institute’s global 
standing reflects its emphasis on 
combining research into energy 
production with research into its 
impacts on society – ‘Science and 
Society’ is its tagline. 

A spokesperson said: “From 
anthropology to physics Durham 
Energy Institute covers the spectrum 
of energy research excelling in those 
areas which lie at the boundaries 
between traditional technical 
disciplines and the social sciences and 
humanities.”

Prof Mark O’Malley, a director of the 
Electricity Research Centre at the 

University of Dublin, said: “One of the 
reasons I love coming to Durham is its 
emphasis on science and society. In 
energy research we should have fewer 
engineers and more social scientists.”

Prof O’Malley contended that solar 
energy has a massive role to play in 
future global energy systems. He also 
highlighted how Ireland had made 
great strides in another renewable 
energy source.

On particularly windy days Ireland 
has the capacity to generate 100% of 
its electricity from wind power, but 
never allows it more than 50% access  
due to the impacts it can have on the 

network stability.
He said this was one of the main 

challenges facing future energy 
systems and highlighted the need for 
successful large-scale storage systems 
highlighting some electric boiler 
developments in China.

He argued: “We will have to live our 
lives based on when the resource is 
there; to learn to use energy when it is 
available.”

The inaugural DEI Research 
Symposium’s aim was to draw 
attention to some of the challenges 
and opportunities facing the energy 
system, from efficiency to distribution, 

to transmission and energy policy. 
Dr Andrew Luque, a geography 

academic at Durham University, has 
recently compiled a book which 
focuses on how energy can be used in 
a smarter way in cities focusing, in 
particular, on the southern hemi-
sphere. He told the symposium that 
‘electricity in the city is political’ and 
can be used by authorities to exercise 
control.

He highlighted an example where 
some activists in Barcelona linked solar 
panels to the grid network in a bid to 
disrupt and overload the system as a 
form of protest.

Anthropologist Dr Tanja Winther, a 
visiting professor from the University 
of Oslo, is a world-leading expert on 
energy provision.

She highlighted research in Zanzibar 
which recorded one of the societal 
results of being connected to the 
electric grid was greater gender 
equality. Closer to home Jenny 
Saunders, chief executive of the 
Newcastle-based charity National 
Energy Action, said there needs to be a 
greater emphasis on energy efficiency 
in the transition to a low-carbon world.

“The cheapest energy is the energy 
we don’t use,” she said. 

ThE ENErgy SocIETy

THE first Durham Energy Insti-
tute (DEI) research symposium 
speculated on how the world 

energy system will look in 20 years’ 
time – with many concluding it will 
not be much different from today.

Economist Dr Wilf Wilde, the 
former head of the DEI and a former 
director of Ofgem, believes we will not 
be leaving fossil fuels behind in the 
medium term – and even by 2050 fos-
sil fuels will still provide 50% of global 
energy.

He argued many of the non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) cam-

paigning against further fossil fuel 
extraction, or for divestment from fos-
sil fuel companies, simply misunder-
stand the difference between energy 
and electricity.

They fail to recognise that we rely 
on fossil fuels for heating and trans-
port, and that the petrochemical 
industry relies on fossil fuels as a feed 
stock for many essentials of modern 
life such as heart valves and comput-
ers.

He continued: “Take another NGO 
example – Global Justice Now – it 
stresses the achievements in Germa-
ny where they claimed 100% of energy 
now comes from renewables. 

“What they meant was 100% of elec-

tricity on low demand days. Renewa-
ble electricity accounts for only 10% 
of Germany’s energy use. The split 
globally by the way is 33% oil, 30% gas 
and a 25% use of coal for electricity. In 
gas for heating and transport fuel our 
present structures lock us in for at 
least the next 20 years.” 

Dr Wilde argued the biggest strate-
gic mistake in UK energy policy over 
the last few decades was privatisation.

“What could have been 12 or more 

competing regional energy compa-
nies for example with headquarters in 
Newcastle or Manchester, Bristol or 
Liverpool are now (like far too much 
else in the North) branch plants of 
Dusseldorf and Essen, Paris or 
Madrid. We have six oligopolists with 
the worst of the private sector – profit 
is all – and the worst of the old state 
sector – big faceless bureaucracy.

“In a general recessionary environ-
ment, in Europe especially, the big six 

have not been investing too much in 
conventional power, not because they 
are very green, but because they can-
not make money out of fossil fuel gen-
eration either.

“We would need instead to build an 
energy system where power really 
does help the people, mitigate its risks 
– and is accountable to the people at 

ONE of the UK’s leading 
energy centres held its first 
symposium last week 
attracting world-leading 
academics and speakers to 
the North East. Peter 
McCusker reports

Renewable 
electricity accounts 
for only 10% of 
Germany’s energy 
use

Dr Wilf Wilde

Future of energy in 
focus as the world’s 
academics gather

An oil well blown up by  >
Iraqi forces as they left 
Kuwait during the end of the 
Gulf War burns back in 1991 
at the Greater Burhan 
oilfield in Kuwait

Jenny Saunders, OBE, of National  >
Energy Action
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the same time. As the word implies, 
our power systems reflect the socie-
ties they come from. If our energy sys-
tems are elitist, hierarchical and over 
centralised that is because our society 
is like this too.”

He went on to say that the Govern-
ment need to ‘regulate the big six until 
they squeak’.

With world-leaders meeting in Paris 
in November to try and set new global 
carbon reduction targets there is a 
widespread belief firmer action needs 
to be taken to restrict global tempera-
ture rises to less than two degrees 
centigrade.

One particular area of hope for 

those wanting to end fossil fuel use is 
bioenergy.

Dr John Bothwell, of the DEI’s bio-
logical sciences department and a 
leading expert on bio-energy, said the 
jury is still out on whether bio-energy 
will develop as the energy workhorse 
fossil fuels’ opponents crave.

“Can Biofuels help us develop from 
a hydrocarbon to carbohydrate econ-
omy? At this stage we just don’t know, 
although there are reasonable hopes 
that we can do that.”

He said many can see a future 
whereby 20% to 40% of energy may 
come from bio sources such as waste, 
crops, algae, or other kinds  of living 
matter, although this would be require 
‘some major investment in infrastruc-
ture, and some major changes in the 
way we use land’.

“Our fossil fuel reserves are there 
and will not change, but we can alter 
how much bioenergy we create, but it 
does come down to political will,” he 
said.

Prof Keith Bell, of the University of 
Strathclyde and a co-director of the 
United Kingdom Energy Research 
Council laid into the policy U turns on 
renewables made by the Conservative 

administration. 
“Apparently the Government is still 

supporting climate ambitions, 
although the evidence is becoming 
very hard to find,” he said.

In recent months the Government 
has announced cuts to subsidies for 
solar and wind energy and low-car-

bon power generation, although it 
argues we are still on track to hit our 
2020 renewable energy targets.

Prof Bell took up Dr Wilde’s point 
on the prevalence of fossil fuels across 
the energy system. He argued the big-
gest challenge over the coming years 
is how we decarbonise our heat sys-
tem, which powers almost three quar-
ters of UK home and businesses.

He said: “Heat pumps are not as 
effective as first thought. Electric heat 
will have to deal with the challenge of 
imbalances and we should be looking 
to mechanisms to shift demand. 

Prof Alan Lowdon, a North East off-
shore renewable expert, says one of 
the main challenges facing this sector 
is maintaining and prolonging the life 
of its assets.

“There needs to be a much greater 
degree of data sharing to understand 
the problems in running and main-
taining offshore and onshore wind 
assets.”

He said there are encouraging signs 
that offshore wind costs are coming 
down and will soon be on parity with 
nuclear, but wave and tidal energy are 
still too expensive and there is a need 
to develop a large-scale energy stor-

age systems.
Prof Simon Hogg, executive direc-

tor of the DEI, believes we will need 
‘conventional fossil fuel plants for 
some time to come’.

He highlighted how the UK will lose 
some 10GW of coal-fired electricity 
plants in the coming years, but 
believes mothballed or new build gas 
plants would be brought on line as a 
less polluting alternative.

He also highlighted the increasing 
role demand side management will 
play.

“Demand side management is as 
useful as energy storage for matching 
supply and demand. It will become 
easier to implement with the arrival of 
smart metering which has begun to 
open up new opportunities for man-
aging electricity demand down to 
individual household level.” 

However he warned the closure of 
the UK existing coal-fired power 
plants is increasing the risk of black-
outs. He added: “As we learnt in the 
1970s, it is political suicide for a Gov-
ernment to let the lights go out.”

Dr Wilde added: “Our rulers know 
we will need fossil fuels and that’s why 
they fight wars for oil in Iraq or Libya.”

We can alter how 
much bioenergy we 
create, but it does 
come down to 
political will

Dr John Bothwell

Alan Lowdon,  visiting Professor at  >
Durham University Energy Institute
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