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Scene Setter

High level conference on the broader context of energy policies.  Mr. Miko is to speak in section VI titled: “Renewable Sources and Revitalisation of the Landscape”.  Out of the seven sections this is the only one that offers a context for discussing impacts of renewables on the natural environment, and Mr. Miko is the only speaker at the conference coming from an environmental background (other than renewables/emissions).
Speaking points
1. The EU is promoting renewable energies for a number of environmental and other reasons.  Most importantly, fossil energy is finite, and will need to be replaced sooner or later.  Climate change adds urgency to the need to wean ourselves from fossil fuels, which are the main sources of greenhouse gas emissions.  Finally, increasing dependence on imported energy, linked to security-of-supply concerns.  What we are seeking in renewables is a source of sufficient, predominantly domestic source of energy with significantly reduced greenhouse gas emissions.

The "energy and climate change package" of Jan. 2008 proposes to reduce EU GHG emissions by 20% compared to 1990 and to increase the share of renewables to 20%.  Much deeper reductions (50-80%) will be needed by 2050
It should be mentioned at the outset that the quest for a renewable energy future must go hand-in-hand with efforts to significantly reduce our total primary energy demand, mostly through improvements in energy efficiency.
2. While most renewable energies offer significant environmental benefits, there can be significant trade-offs and there is no magic bullet.  The technologies currently deployed or considered include biomass for transport and energy, hydropower, wind, solar, ocean wave/tidal power and geothermal energy.  They all offer significant opportunities for expansion, but there are big differences in their long-term potential.  In addition, they involve different kinds of risks.

3. Biomass for energy/transport is the single most important source of renewable energy currently used in the EU.  It offers numerous benefits: mature technologies are currently available, new ones are under development.  It allows the continuous, reliable production of energy in small and large installations.  It also offers significant opportunities for rural areas, agriculture and forestry.  However, there are a number of limitations.  Most importantly, its production requires land, therefore it competes with a number of other demands on the productive land like the production of food, timber and fibre, the conservation of biodiversity, etc.  Second-generation biofuels still face considerable technological hurdles.  The greenhouse gas benefits of biomass derive from the fact that it contains carbon that is captured from the atmosphere by the biosphere.  Therefore, these benefits depend largely on how the land is managed.  Inappropriate implementation of bioenergy can cause damage to soils, waters and biodiversity and can even increase ghg emissions.  Therefore, its overall potential is strictly limited by the available land, and sustainability considerations are fundamentally important to ensure effectiveness.
4. Hydropower is also a mature technology.  Is already the biggest source of electricity in many countries.  It is also very clean.  However, its potential supply is limited by geography.  Also, it generally requires significant alterations to hydrological systems and can have extensive environmental impacts.  While these can be positive (creation of water bodies that can be good for biodiversity and/or recreation), they can also be potentially damaging.  Impacts can be direct (through damming or altering water courses) or indirect (broad hydrological changes to wider regions).  Its implementation therefore requires extreme care.
5. Wind is one of the most encouraging success stories of renewable energy developments.  It has been used for millennia, but its large-scale application for electricity generation just recently started.  We have witnessed an exponential growth in installed capacity supported by rapid advances in turbine design.  While it is one of the cleanest sources of energy, it is not without drawbacks.  The most suitable locations are limited to certain places, where developments may lead to conflicts.  Windfarms can interfere with and pose a risk to birds, especially in locations close to important bird habitats or migratory routes.  The construction of wind farms and associated roads and power lines can lead to excessive damage to the soil or the fragmentation of landscapes, especially on rough terrain like exposed hilltops.  It also has the disadvantage of providing intermittent energy.  Advances in energy storage could help increase its contribution.
6. Solar energy is the most ubiquitous and bountiful of all renewable energies.  The Sun delivers orders of magnitude more energy than humanity needs.  There are a number of available technologies to harness solar energy, some already competitive and widely used.  However, major advances are needed to increase the efficiency of capturing solar energy and to reduce costs.  Finding viable solutions for energy storage should be a priority, as solar energy is intermittent and mostly available during periods when it is least needed.  While some of these hurdles still need to be overcome, solar energy seems to offer the highest long-term potential.  It should be the primary target of future developments.
7. In conclusions: The development of renewable technologies must remain a key priority for environmental and security reasons.  However, the limitations and risks must be carefully considered.  The developments of the past years, especially in the context of bioenergy, has taught us that solutions may not always be as simple as they may seem, and there are very significant trade-offs to consider.  A broad, holistic assessment of impacts is needed.  The massive reductions required for the achievement of the climate objectives, and the increasing scarcity of traditional energy sources require that we focus our efforts on those technologies (solar, wind, ocean) that have the potential to deliver energy on the required scale.  In any case, renewable energies are not going to be sufficient unless we also take steps to significantly reduce our overall energy demand.


3/4

