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EU talking shop dodges the real green issues

Subhead:  Dan Lewis is director of environmental affairs for the Stockholm Network. 
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Body Text:  REELING from yet another clobbering in the French referendum, the EU is back again with a further doomed attempt at influencing public opinion. 

Yesterday, the European Commission launched Green Week in Brussels. And like most EU-financed projects, Green Week will be big on visionary spending of EU taxpayers' money, lightweight on open, rigorous debate and featherweight on achieving tangible results. 

The conference blurb says our way of life, production, consumption and transport needs to change if we want to halt global warming. But the reality is that most environmental problems are local, and with the right application of market economics - which they don't believe in - they are soluble. 

It says a lot about Brussels' deference for powerful green lobbies that Green Week concentrates almost exclusively on the subject that best suits their book - climate change. 

The climate may be changing, but cynics might argue that multi-national multi-million pound non-governmental organisations like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth have a huge vested interest in scaring people out of their wits, for all such exercises serve to boost their subs. 

Brussels would be better employed in focusing on air pollution - one local example where real change could be made. 

Walking around London or Leeds during rush-hour, and breathing in the fumes, would yield some dirty results on your handkerchief. 

It's a staggering fact that diesel creates 20 times more air pollution in volume, while only accounting for five per cent of the UK vehicle fleet. A major tax cut in petrol duties in line with continental Europe could achieve a substantial reduction in these particulates from cleaner-burning petrol and increasingly, petrol hybrid electric vehicles. 

This won't happen any time soon, however, because Tony Blair's chief scientific adviser, Sir David King, is daft enough to believe that climate change is a greater threat than international terrorism. 

Translated into policy, this amounts to a marked preference for diesel over petrol because of its lower carbon dioxide emissions. 

So by prioritising carbon dioxide reduction, the air in Britain's cities will get dirtier. This is a clear case of how, through biased speculation about the future, the UK has got its environmental priorities wrong. 

Meanwhile, under Mr Blair, Britain is slavishly devoted to his fervent internationalist agenda - a semi-religious guide to policy. 

This is perhaps best embodied in the Kyoto Treaty. Few genuinely disagree that it is a very expensive way of achieving very little. 

According to Bjorn Lomborg, author of the controversial Sceptical Environmentalist, the costs of complying with the Kyoto Protocol are estimated at between $150bn and $350bn a year, probably several times the cost of a likely small change in climate. 

It's also ludicrous to criticise America for not taking part when India and China don't either. Despite the Japanese name, Kyoto is essentially a European treaty, because Europe will have to meet almost all of the costs, while these other big players, and the developing world, get off scot-free. 

Like Britain, mainland Europe has been postponing hard decisions about replacement of nuclear plants. 

Germany, under Gerhard Schroeder, has been trying to close them down and replace them with wind power. 

Only Finland in recent times has built one, but who could blame them, with their history, for not wanting to buy Russian gas? 

As a keen supporter of renewables myself, I recognise the importance of not overstating their case. Solar, wind, biomass and even tidal can make a healthy contribution. 

But with present costs and technological limits, there is no way they can provide a wholesale substitute for coal, gas and nuclear. 

In Britain, the situation is especially dire. By 2020, 50 per cent of our electricity generating plant will have to be replaced, and renewables can't possibly plug more than 15 per cent of the gap. 

Unless a decision is made in time about the future of conventional power, the lights will go out. 

This year, the cost of funding the UK's renewables programme will be just under £1.3bn, about the price of a brand new 1,000mw nuclear power station. 

Several windfarms could now be profitable without a subsidy and in another 15 years, so could many more. But there are no plans to phase out the subsidies. 

For the Blair government, putting off the big decisions - the euro, reforming the NHS and decentralising education - has become a way of life. 

But it is always happy to sign up to another international treaty with further obligations on which it can dither still more. 

The European Commission on the other hand organises PR events for its supporters and then gives itself a congratulatory slap on the back. 

It's preposterous that the only debate which will happen in Green Week will involve, according to their website: "Tough questioning from a panel of teenagers who will challenge political leaders to do more than just pay lip-service to combating climate change." 

It's precisely this kind of wilful disregard for informed debate that makes the EU approach look so hopeless. 

For too long, EU environmental policies have taken the high (cost) road of mandate, regulate and litigate. 

Green Week and the teenagers will come and go. In the long run it will be improving technology and market-driven policies, which will deliver the best environmental results. 
