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Thank you for the opportunity to open your conference today. I am delighted that my department is sponsoring the Business Council. 

The Council has been established at a crucial time. The World Summit on Sustainable Development at the end of August in Johannesburg, marks the 10th anniversary of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio.  From the beginning, the Government has attached great importance to the Summit, which is why the Prime Minister was the first world leader to announce that he would attend. We have been consistent in urging other world leaders to do so.  And energy is one of the major themes for action.

One reason for that is climate change: one of the greatest challenges that mankind faces.  It is essential that we ratchet up our efforts to minimise the harmful changes that are now predicted.  A recent major report to Government – the Performance and Innovation Unit’s Energy Review - highlighted how important climate change now is in shaping future energy policy. Sustainable energy is the future! 

I am personally convinced that only through effective international co-operation can we achieve real progress. I was in South Africa last month to discuss how prepaprations for the summit are going, and will be travelling to Washington later today and then on to Canada for discussions on the Summit and on climate change.  The UK has played, and will continue to play, a real leadership role.

The Kyoto Protocol is the only international framework for serious action on climate change. Last year’s negotiations in Bonn and Marrakech, in which the EU, and Britain within it, took a leading role, paved the way for its ratification.

Along with the rest of the European Union, we intend to ratify the Kyoto Protocol well ahead of the World Summit on Sustainable Development. The Protocol has been laid before Parliament and the Foreign Secretary will be in a position to sign the instrument of ratification after the 19th of April.  We will be among the first developed countries to ratify.

Once it enters into force, our Kyoto emissions target will become legally binding.  We have made good progress already towards that target, but we cannot afford to be complacent: last year, UK greenhouse gas emissions showed a slight upturn. 

We published, in November 2000, the UK Climate Change Programme, setting out how we would achieve our targets. The Programme provides a strategic focus for action and implements a series of innovative and creative policies to ensure that the UK cuts its emissions in a flexible and cost effective way. We estimate that the Programme could cut the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions to 23% below 1990 levels by 2010.

The Programme is already stimulating positive action by UK businesses, local government and other organisations.  It is encouraging longer-term changes and a move towards a low carbon economy.  

Key policies in the Programme include the world’s first economy-wide emissions trading scheme, backed up by a Government incentive of £215 million over five years.  The scheme went ‘live’ on 2 April with a great deal of business interest – I understand the first actual trade has taken place this morning.  I hope that more and more businesses will participate in the coming months and years and fulfill our vision of London becoming the World centre for emissions trading.

We also have the Climate Change Levy package which, through the work of the Carbon Trust, will help to fund better energy efficiency in business.  We already have agreements with 44 industrial sectors, accounting for 13,000 facilities.

We have a target to provide 10% of the UK’s electricity from renewable sources by 2010, backed up by the renewables obligation until 2007 and Government funding of at least £250m over the next three years.  And we have a target to at least double the capacity of Combined Heat & Power by 2010. 

On top of that, there are a range of programmes to promote better energy efficiency in the domestic sector, especially the Energy Efficiency Commitment, which came into force on 1st April.

At European Union-level there is the voluntary agreement with car manufacturers to improve fuel efficiency by at least 25%, backed up in the UK by changes to vehicle excise duty and company car tax to encourage more fuel efficient, low-emission cars.  And finally, there is the 10-Year Plan for Transport to boost use of public transport, cycling and walking.

But, we know that Kyoto, whilst crucial in itself, is only a first step, and that much deeper cuts in emissions will be needed if we are to avoid dangerous climate change.  The Government is determined to continue towards a low carbon economy in a way that benefits both the environment and UK industry.  

As part of that, we had this major review of energy policy.  The Performance and Innovation Unit’s Review was about ensuring that our future energy policies can meet the challenge of climate change, while also ensuring secure, diverse and reliable energy supplies at a competitive price. 

The review, published  on 14 February, considered the role of coal, gas, oil, nuclear and renewables in our future energy balance as well as Combined Heat and Power and the enhancement of energy efficiency.

It has implications for everyone in the energy world and beyond and we will need to consider its recommendations carefully.  We need to take people with us as we develop our energy policy.

We shall therefore be consulting the public and we aim to publish a White Paper in the autumn. But as the report recognises we cannot be complacent.  We face some tough challenges ahead.

The PIU report recommends that promoting energy efficiency and renewables should be the immediate priorities of a low carbon energy policy. We already have, as I said, the renewables target and the Renewables Obligation.  For energy efficiency my department will work with others to develop new and innovative policies, including a Domestic Energy efficiency Strategy to 2010.  We will also publish, as soon as possible after the Budget, our strategy for achieving our target of 10,000 MegaWatts of good quality CHP by 2010.

New technology and innovation will also be essential in balancing our environmental aims with our security of supply and competitiveness objectives.  Research and development will be crucial to that.  

A low carbon economy is not only good for the global and local environment, it also presents big new opportunities for businesses to improve their energy efficiency, to cut costs and to get ahead of their competitors by developing cleaner technologies and moving into new markets.  It presents new job opportunities for people living and working in the UK.  And it offers more choice for the consumer.

The WSSD comes after the Doha World Trade talks and the Monterrey Financing for Development Conference. Collectively, the three conferences mark the beginning of a new global coalition to tackle global problems. 

Together, I see these three events as quite crucial in moving us beyond talk.  They are about taking action to reshape the global architecture so that poverty reduction, economic prosperity and the environment become central themes.  WSSD should mark a significant move towards greater prosperity and security for all, but offer more help for those who need it most.

The UK has identified three crosscutting priorities for action at the summit:

· poverty eradication and sustainable livelihoods;

· financing for sustainable development; and 

· capacity building and education.

And we have five specific sectoral priorities:

· energy 

· oceans;

· freshwater;

· greater resource efficiency;  and

· sustainable development initiatives for Africa.

Energy is one of the central sustainable development challenges and is as closely linked with the poverty agenda as it is with environmental issues.  From WSSD I want to see emerge better access to sustainable energy for the two billion people who do not have access to modern supplies. That would be a key step in  underpinning the Millennium Declaration Goals.

Second, I want WSSD to help countries maximise the role of renewable energy, and to increase energy efficiency, as part of their own national environmental, economic, social and security objectives.

We would also like to see the creation of a new “network agreement” between UN bodies to support the spread of sustainable energy.  UNEP (the United Nations Environment Programme) is taking a useful lead on this.

And finally, I want to see increased support for innovative multilateral financing mechanisms to support sustainable energy, an issue which I will be raising at the World Bank in Washington tomorrow.

Business has a crucial role to play, and the so-called “Type 2” partnerships which you are going to discuss later today will be the underpinning of such action.

Today’s conference marks an important step in developing the UK’s leadership on sustainable energy at the World Summit.  I wish you a productive and successful day and I hope all our efforts in Johannnesburg are crowned with.

