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Speech to Operation Noah, 21.11.12 
‘Overcoming fossil fuel addiction: the next moral revolution?’ Andy Atkins, Director of 
Friends of the Earth 

1. Introduction 
Good evening and thank you for inviting me to speak.  It’s a great pleasure to be with you and to be 
at Friends House again – the London home of peaceful, radical action.  I’m reminded that the first 
time I came here I was helping with a beneft rally for Chilean human rights work.  My job that night 
was to stand by the door and shake a big red bucket for people’s donations!  I feel very priviledged 
to be at this end of the auditorium tonight! 

At the that time, I don’t think I’d even heard of climate change. But since then, many of us have 
worked hard on it for many years. [PHOTO of the Wave, pre Copenhagen] Remember this?  The 
Wave event, in London, on the eve of the Copenhagen negotiations.    

A sober analysis says that we are a long way from the scale and urgency of action that we need: 

• We’ve seen some progress in awareness and action 
• But we’ve also seen the science and early impacts become every more scary 
• while the international community drags its feet on an agreement;  

Frankly, I think we’re at an extraordinary moment when there is a real risk that the public tip in the 
blink of an eye in historical terms, from denial that climate change is real (most now belive its real), 
to despair that it’s already too late to do anything.  That would be tragic and catastrophic.    

So, there’s never been a greater need for those of us who see the threat to speak up, and to do 
something differently as if our lived depended on it – because future lives do!   But what can we do? 
This is a huge subject.  But let me prime a discussion in the next 30 minutes by making four broad 
points: 

• first that we must recognise and declare the moral imperative of addressing our addiction to fossil 
fuels  
• second, that despite our small economy compared to the US or China say, we should focus on 
getting the UK off fossil fuels as fast as possible  
• third that the solutions necessary for a low carbon economy are already available and we must 
shout about them from the rooftops 
• fourth, that because the Coalition Government is critically conflicted over pursing a low carbon 
economy, it again requires concerted civil society pressure to advance - and the churches have a 
critical role to play.   

Me and Friends of the Earth 
Let me first explain where I and Friends of the Earth are coming from on this. 

Personally I have been working on climate change since the1990s. While working for what is now 
Progressio, and then Tearfund, I visited development projects round the world and couldn’t help 
notice that everywhere I went, from Central America to West Africa, the local farmers would 
complain that weather patterns had changed dramatically since their childhoods – that they were no 
longer predictable and this was disrupting their lives.   I wondered whether this was just the old men 
looking back at their youth with rose-tinted spectacles. Then I discovered that the data bore out their 
stories; that this climate disruption was exactly what the climate scientists had been predicting – and 
it was already here!   This is what impelled me to set up the Climate and Development  Programme 
at Tearfund. 

Friends of the Earth, meanwhile, from the 80s played a lead role among UK charities,  in bringing 
the issue to public attention.  We launched the campaign for a Climate Change Act which was then 
joined by numerous allies, including Churches, development and environment NGOs allied in the 
Stop Climate Chaos Coalition. And we all won. 
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Friends of the Earth fights, and often win, campaigns by enabling the general public and our 
supporters to direct their voice at opportunities for systemic change.  I haven’t got a big red bucket 
for donations tonight, but if you want to know more about us…please do pick up the nice green 
leaflet at the back. 

But in brief, our long term vision is of a new and positive relationship between people and the 
environment.  A tall order but essential for the wellbeing of our species!  A key step, and our main 
goal for the next ten years, is to see the UK and EU, firmly on the path to being low carbon, low 
resource-use economies, restoring nature.  Among other things, that means ensuring that the UK 
meets its emissions cuts targets established by the Climate Change Act.  And that means turning a 
corner towards ending our fossil fuel addiction.   

So, with that, let’s examine the scale and consequences of that addiction…... 

2. Our addiction to fossil fuels: scale and consequences [PHOTO] 
2.1 Scale: 

Well the statistics are staggering.  Globally, 80% of the world’s electricity, heating and transport 
energy comes from fossil fuels – coal, gas, oil.  But here in the UK we’re even more dependent with 
88% coming from fossil fuels.   

From when we boil our kettle for tea in the morning,  to when switch on the evening news, 
almost every aspect of our lives requiring energy currently depends on fossil fuels.   It 
doesn’t have to be that way.  But,  like an addict, we’re struggling to kick the habit. And the 
fossil fuel industry is like a gang of drug pushers, fighting dirty to maintain their profits.  
 

2.2 Climate Consequences 

The consequences of this addiction are potentially cataclysmic, because burning fossil fuels 
is the biggest single driver of anthopogenic climate change.  And it is now intensely urgent 
that the world acts.   

• As many of you will be aware, the notional international goal is to keep global temperature rise 
beneath 2 degrees above historical levels. This was deemed some years back as the threshold of 
‘dangerous’ climate change.  The rather conservative International Energy Agency calculates that 
we have until 2016 to peak global greenhouse gas emissions and start to take them down sharply – 
or we will lose any reasonable chance to stay below 2 degrees.   

That’s just 4 years.  Clearly, neither the UK or any other country, can afford to wait for the 
recession to end, before refocusing on this issue.   
Yet, even at the current 0.8 degree rise we are witnessing the most savage impacts.  Just think back 
on the last couple of years: 

• record floods in Pakistan, Thailand, Australia 
• record wildfires in Russia 
• temperature records broken daily in the US this summer 
• our weather swinging between drought and flood 
• record summer arctic ice melt this year 

Record after terrible record is being smashed,  And this has huge human consequences.  From:    

• Mass deaths from heat stress – even in rich western Europe the unprecedented heat wave of 
2003 killed 30,000 people  

• To hunger as failed harvest cause rising food prices 

• To the loss of life and misery of displacement expierenced by citizens of poor and rich countries, 
whether in Bangkok, York or New York, as some cities become more prone to flooding. 
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Its this human suffering now, and the certainty of much worse to come if we don’t change 
course, that makes fossil-fuelled climate change a moral issue.     
Without effective action we are breaking our contract with future generations, sentencing 
those who come after us to climate chaos. 
Therefore we have a moral choice to make as individuals, communities, nations: to change -  
or refuse to change knowing our inaction will kill.   
Collectively, our politicians are failing to provide bold leadership.  Others will have to for 
now.   And the Churches, I believe, should be a leader.  They are in a unique position where 
they could use their moral authority and community presence, to declare and demonstrate a 
new moral revolution – to get us off our addiction to fossil fuels!  That’s what I’m calling for 
tonight. 
2.4 Other environmental and social consequences: [PHOTO – Niger Delta] 

Of course, focusing on the direct impacts of climate change as I am tonight, we should not ignore 
the wider impacts of our addiction to fossil fuels.  For example: 

• The huge environmental and social destruction, that is frequently caused by oil extraction, from  
the tar sands of Alberta to Nigeria’s Delta region.   
• Friends of the Earth Holland and Nigeria are currently suing Shell for its long-standing failure to 
protect the environment in the Nigeria’s Delta region [PHOTO];  

• Or the health impacts of long term exposure to particulate pollution from transport emissions:  

• According to GLA figures, this leads to around 4,000 premature deaths a year in London alone 
(around 6 times the annual figure for road accident deaths for the whole country) 
• Or the way our pensions are built on the unsafe sand of fossil fuel reserves.   Let me explain: 

Climate scientists have predicted that we can release roughly 565 more gigatonnes of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere by 2050 and still have a reasonable hope of staying within the 2 degree 
target.    

With this in mind London’s Carbon Tracker Initiative counted up how much carbon is contained in 
the proven coal, oil and gas reserves of the energy companies and fossil fuel exporting countries – 
ie reserves marked as assets for sale, and which give these companies their value.    

The answer?  2795 gigatons!  That is… FIVE times the amount that climate scientists think is safe to 
burn.  Put another way, if we want to remain within 2 degrees, 80% of these reserves need to stay 
underground and US$20 trillion in assets need to be written off these companies’ books. 

As climate campaigner Bill McKibben says: “you can have a healthy fossil-fuel balance 
sheet, or a relatively healthy planet … but it looks like you can’t have both”.  Clearly, we’ve 
got to disentangle our finances and our energy system from fossil fuels. 
So, how should we start to get off fossil fuels in the UK? 

3. Overcoming our addiction in the UK [PHOTO – Westmill]  
First let me briefly address the common excuse for not even trying: which is that it doesn’t matter 
what the UK does because we’re only 2% of global emissions. 

I think it matters profoundly - morally, politically, practically. 
 

3.1 Historic and moral responsibility: First, we have a particular historic responsibility as the leaders 
of the industrial revolution who have gained hugely from the fossil-fuelled world we constructed. the 
UK is responsible for approximately 5.8% of total historical emissions (from 1850 onwards).    

Moreover, now we know fossile fuels are damaging, I believe we have a responsibility to act 
whatever others do. One of the first lessons we all learn at school, rightly, is that other 
people’s bad behaviour does not justify or absolve our own.    



4 

 
 

3.2 The practical need for international leadership/CCA: Secondly, there’s a very practical, poltically 
realistic reason to do so. There is an urgent need for a few rich nations to provide international 
leadership by demonstrating domestically how far and fast they can go in decarbonising. This builds 
trust and confidence.  As a country, we have already shown considerable leadership on climate 
change, as I mentioned earlier, with the passing the world’s first national  Climate Change Act in 
2008.   

• I remember watching then Secretary of State for Energy and Climate, Ed Miliband, at the UN 
climate conference in Poznan, extolled the UK’s virtue for passing the Act.    

Other countries have studied the UK’s Climate Act are now following suit with their own 
domestic climate legislation.  It is vital that the UK sticks to its commitments.  To do 
otherwise would be very damaging internationally – as well as repell badly needed 
investment into the UK. 
But how, practically, can we get off fossil fuel I am often asked.  Is it possible? What could it 
look like?   
 3.4 Practical advances:  Green economy so far 

Well, we at Friends of the Earth have long talked about the need for a green economy, one that 
respects nature's limits.  A key limit to respect, is how much CO2 you can put into the atmosphere 
before causing runaway climate change.  A low-carbon economy is about staying within that limit. 

And the good news is that this low carbon economy is not just a theory or dream.  It’s an emerging 
reality.  I see evidence all around me: 

• The solar tiles which make up the roof of my kid’s school 

• To the new electric car charging points that Ecotricity have installed in service stations on the M1. 
Or the UK’s first cooperatively owned wind and solar farm I visited recently, at Westmill in 
Oxfordshire, from which Good Energy company get some of their supply.   

• The percentage of our electricity coming from renewables has risen from 5% to 10% in last 5 
years (2007-2011).  

The wider green economy (not just low carbon activities, but resource efficiency and protecting and 
restoring nature) is with us: it already represents 8% of the UK’s GDP, and is one of the few sectors 
of the economy that has continued to grow in real terms in trying economic times.   

• According to the CBI over a third of the UK’s economic growth in 2011-12 is likely to have come 
from green business.   

• Research by the Green Alliance found that almost one million people are employed in the low 
carbon and environmental sectors, which puts these on a par with the financial services sector.  

• The solar industry alone now employs 29,000 people in the UK, and most of these jobs were 
created in the last two years. 

So alternative solutions exist and are being developed. And they enormous wider societal benefits.  
But could play a much greater role still; and must if we are to get definitively off fossil fuels.    

So, let me turn to the next strategic step for the UK in getting off fossil fuels: decarbonizing 
our electricity generation.  
3.4 Next step: decarbonizing electricity by 2030 

Currently, oil, gas and coal are used to generate 75% of the electricity demand in the UK. Our 
electricity generation sector is the single biggest  contributor to UK emmissions (accounting for 
around 37% of all our emissions. That’s reason enough to decabonise it, by switching production to 
renewables combined with a big push on energy efficiency.  In addition, if we want to shift transport 
and space heating over to electricity, to reduce their emmissions, we clearly have to decarbonise the 
electricity system first. 



5 

 
Not surprising, then, that the government’s independent advisors, the Committee on Climate 
Change, established by the Climate Change Act, calculate that the most cost-effective way for the 
UK to reach its target of 80% emissions cuts by 2050 is to almost entirely decarbonise the electricity 
sector by 2030.   

This is totally doable – with the range of technologies and the right polices.   So that brings me 
on to the current UK politics, how the government is doing in getting us off the hook.    

4. How and what is the government’s doing? 
4.1 Misc levers:  

Well, in spite of David Cameron coming into power promising to lead the “greenest government 
ever”, Coalition policy and action has been incoherent at best, and is now outright conflicted:  For 
example: 

• On fossil fuel subsidies:  OECD data for the UK show that in 2010 the government subsidised 
gas, oil and coal extraction and prices to  the tune of £3.63bn. And at the Conservative Party 
conference recently, we heard Osborne promise even further subsides – in the form of tax 
incentives - for shale gas! 

• On renewables subsidies, on the other hand, in 2011 the government made a cackhanded 
attempted to cut subsidies to solar in a way that threatened to destroy the infant industry.  As some 
will know, Friends of the Earth took the government to court and won. The government was found to 
have acted illegally.  Thisforcedthem to bring in a more rational way of adjusting subsidies over time, 
as the cost of solar falls.    

• But since then George Osborne (again), with an increasingly vociferous anti-wind lobby behind him, 
has proposed drastic cuts to onshore wind subsidies (despite the fact that this is currently the 
cheapest source of renewable energy). And the new Minister for Energy, John Hayes has declared 
an end to building onshore wind farms – and had to be countermanded his boss, by Lib Dem 
Secretary of State Ed Davey!   I sat in a meeting with both of them last week:  I can tell you the body 
language was tragicomic! 

• Or take investment:  While the government is establishing a Green Investment Bank (another win 
for NGO campaigning, incidentally), George Osborne has succeeded in hamstringing it  by banning 
it from borrowing on the money markets like all other banks, until national debt starts to fall as a 
perecentage of GDP. This effectively makes it a limited fund, not a bank, choking its ability to lend 
and leverage in private capital. 

4.2 Reforming the electricity market/Energy Bill: And now the government faces its biggest test of 
green credibility yet in the integrity of the forthcoming energy bill.  Rarely can so boring sounding a 
piece of legislation have had such enormous implications.  It actually present the golden opportunity 
to radically decarbonise the electricity sector, switching to a model of renewable energy and energy 
efficiency.   

But, and it’s a huge but… the pre-legislative draft was dismal. To give you just a flavour: 

• There was no link to the legally binding emissions cuts set out in the Climate Change Act – it 
seemed to ignore them, while it should be the main vehicle for achieving them.     
• There was no ambition to reduce electricy demand  (while Germany, for example, has a target to 
reduce electricity use through efficiency measures by 10% by 2020, and 25% by 2050) 

• And it would trigger a new dash for gas generation without carbon capture and storage, handing 
massive subsidies to big gas generators but making it hard for new market entrants – like small 
renewable companies. 

In response, Friends of the Earth and our allies have been campaigning hard to raise the alert and 
transform government’s ambitions.  Our goal is an Energy Bill that accelerates the low carbon 
economy rather than stopping it dead. A central demand is to get a clear decarbonisation target in 
the bill, consistent with the advice of the Committee on Climate Change.   
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• For the techies among you: This is, that by 2030 producing or our electricity should emit no more 
than 50 grammes CO2 per KWH; currently its more than 500 grammes per KWH.  

We’re campaigning hard with others like WWF.  And many other political and social sectors are 
coming on board.  For example:  

• In September Ed Miliband announced Labour is in favour of a target 

• In October seven major companies wrote to David Cameron threatening to withdraw investment if 
they didn’t get a strong commitment to decarbonisation in the Bill. 

• A recent statement by the Baptist, Methodist and URC churches also supported a 
decarbonisation target. 

It seems like just about everyone is agreed – except George Osborne who continues to stand 
against a decarbonisation target.   In the last week alone big NGOs and business have appealed to 
the PM to demonstrate his commitment and leadership by overriding Osborne’s blocking.   We’re 
expecting the Bill to be published any day.  

However it emerges, Friends of the Earth will be campaigning with our allies liked WWF, to 
strengthen it. And I’m confident we can if wider civil society wades to this critical battle. 

So, that brings me to what the churches can do to help get the UK off its fossil fuel hook.  

 

5.5 What can the Churches do? 
Many of you will know more about this than I do.  And you will already be involved in many 
initiatives.  But I believe the churches have potential for much greater action and influence on fossil 
fuel and climate than they have yet had.  I’ll focus for now on just three areas. 

5.1 Decarbonise estate: First of all, Churches can demonstrate integrity and a lead by being first 
movers to decarbonise their own estate, through energy efficiency and renewable energy measures, 
or switching to renewable energy suppliers.    

• The Anglican Church alone has 16,000 churches, 13,000 clergy houses, 4,700 schools and colleges 
and many other buildings too.  It’s estimated these are responsible for 1.1milllion tons of carbon 
emissions a year.      

I know the Church of England and Methodist Church have both committed to an 80% reduction in 
carbon emissions by 2050 in line with government targets.  I  think the scope is huge, and I’ve got 
personal experience of the need!      

• My father and mother are retired Anglican ministers.  We lived an a series of drafty old Victorian 
vicarages.  In one, in Hackney, the heating barely took the edge of a few rooms.  Once when I was a 
young adult, my parents were away when a very cold spell hit.  The cold water and the loos all froze 
and a 4 metre column of ice formed on an outside wall.   I called the Archdeacon and asked what to 
do.  I told me to hit the pipes with a spanner – it worked in as much as it warmed me up; but it didn’t 
unfreeze the pipes.  

I hope things are better for today’s ministers sons and daughters.   But I’m sure the churches 
have a long way to go to reach their targets.   
5.2 Redirect investments: Secondly,  the churches can influence through their financial assets – 
particularly pension funds.     

• For example, the Anglican Church, Church of Scotland and Methodist Church have at least £123 
million pounds invested in oil and gas.   For the Church of England, Shell and BP – just two 
companies - make up their 4th and 6th largest investments.   

What a statement and real influence it would be for the Churches to withdraw their investments from 
fossil fuel – and safer too, for the future of those depending on the pensions.  I understand 
Operation Noah is developing a campaign on this issue: it is sorely needed! 
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5.3 Use your voice: Thirdly the churches and individual Christians can add their voices to wider 
campaigns for change and show leadership within them – such as the campaign to get the Energy 
Bill right.   

In 2005, Churches and Church organisations played a pivotal role in the Make Poverty History 
campaign. This elevated the moral need to reduce global poverty to a new level in this new century.  
What was so inspiring was the way Churches of all denominations got stuck in and worked 
alongside secular organisations for justice. I saw this myself in the most dramatic way: 

• You may recall that there was a historic rally in Edinburgh on July 2 in advance of the Gleneagles 
G8.  The police subsequently estimated that there were a quarter of a million people present.  I was 
asked to address the crowds just before they set off marching around the city.  From the stage I was 
profoundly struck by this sight: alongside the banners of Oxfam and Save the Children, were those 
of so many Church organisations, like Tearfund, CAFOD and Christian Aid, and the home-made 
banners of individual churches from all round the country. 
 
I know from my conversations with politicians and their advisors at the time, that it was the 
breadth of the coalition, especially the engagement of the churches, that made such an 
impression on many world leaders.  
Of course that job is not finished but climate change is making it harder.  So, the Churches should 
be in the vanguard of the movement to address climate change – the greatest threat to God’s 
creation – humans and nature – that we face.  That mean’s  being in the vanguard of ending our 
addiction to fossil fuel. 

The most critical opportunity for doing is by joining the urgent battle over the Energy Bill.  So, if you 
are not already lending your voice to this, if there’s one thing you do tonight, please fill in the 
slip on your seat and hand it to me or my colleage Donna at the back,  and we’ll send you 
information on our Clean British Energy Campagn actions you can take 
Conclusion and summary 
So, I hope that primes discussion.  Let me conclude with a summary.  What I’ve tried to get across 
tonight is that: 

• There is an extreme urgency of cutting global carbon emmissions if we are to stave off runaway 
climate change.  We who care need to consider what we can do differently to accelerate change. 

• The UK has a moral responsibility to take action – as any country does, but particularly because we 
have benefitted among the most from fossil fuels.  We can also have practical political influence by 
demonstrating its possible to go low carbon. 

• The emerging green economy is showing how this can be done, and is not just good for climate, but 
for job and the economy 

• Moreover, many more people and organisations want to see action than, say a decade ago.  There 
are huge opportunities for progress through smart, committed collaboration. 

• But our government is now highly conflicted over energy policy and climate commitments; some 
elements are clearly trying to undermine and abandon them. 

• Churches in the UK have been in the forefront of historic moral revolutions – ending slavery, ending 
child labour.  The churches leadership is sorely needed once more.   
Friends, with 4 years before the world must peak emissions to have a reasonable chance of 
staying within 2 degrees of temperature rise, there really is no time to lose.  But so much to 
gain. It’s time for all of us to up our ambition; to do things differently; to do things we haven’t 
tried before; to collaborate where we have not before.   
 
Let’s get on with it!   


