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Much of the southwest coast of the UK was hit by 
record-breaking floods in late 2013 and early 2014. 
Unusually long spells of heavy rainfall and storms 
resulted in the wettest December and January since 
records began in the UK�1 In the affected areas – the 
counties of Cornwall, Devon and Somerset were the 
worst hit – the bad weather caused massive damage 
to infrastructure, agriculture and homes�2

When the Geneva-based IPCC published its latest 
report on 31 March 2014, it confirmed concerns, 
already being expressed in many quarters, that these 
kinds of storms and rainfall will become an increa-
singly regular occurrence in the UK in the future� The 
report’s authors say climate change is to blame� The 
effects of global warming on sea levels mean that the 
British Isles already have one of the highest risks of 
flooding in Europe. The study says that by 2080 floo-
ding will affect between 250,000 and 400,000 people 
in Europe – particularly in the north of the continent�3 
Professor Samuel Fankhauser of the London School 
of Economics has stressed that the UK and northern 
Europe must do more to confront the growing threat 
of coastal and inland flooding.4 Yet despite the 2008 
publication of the Pitt Review, which was commissi-
oned by Gordon Brown’s government in response to 
the shortcomings in civil protection during the devas-
tating floods of 2007, the most recent floods led to 
renewed criticism of disaster management, this time 
under David Cameron’s government, and of the delay 
in disaster response�5
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As part of necessary fiscal consolidation measures, the 
British government had cut funding for flood defences 
by five percent every year since 2010. One result 
of this was that rivers and streams that could have 
assimilated the extra water were no longer dredged�6 
The prime minister, however, felt that his actions were 
reasonable� He argued that the government had done 
everything it could to help people from the outset, 
saying that it had brought in more pumps when 
they were needed, made more money available and 
deployed troops�7

In any case, the latest floods have brought the issue 
of climate change back into the focus of policy discus-
sions in the UK� The Conservatives, Labour and the 
Liberal Democrats now agree that government pro-
grammes are needed to tackle the effects of climate 
change� They also agree that national efforts alone 
will not be enough to achieve lasting success, and that 
international climate deals are needed� When he took 
office in May 2010, Prime Minister David Cameron 
announced that his new cabinet would be “the gree-
nest government ever”�

Despite cross-party unity on support for renewable 
energies, the priorities regarding on and offshore wind 
turbines appear to differ� Since April this year, David 
Cameron and Chancellor George Osborne have been 
pushing for a moratorium on onshore wind turbines – 
a position that has sparked much controversy� There 
is speculation that this is just a tactical move on 
Cameron’s part, designed to placate, in time for the 
2015 general election, those in his own party who are 
critical of his climate policies�8 Leading politicians from 
the Liberal Democrats, the Conservatives’ coalition 
partner, have already indicated that they will not sup-
port the moratorium should they form another coali-
tion government in 2015� The UK currently has around 
4,000 onshore wind turbines that produce five percent 
of its electricity� A further 3,000 have been granted 
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A decline in demand for fossil fuels from abroad could 
save up to €110 billion across the European Union�14

The Economist has spent the past two years obser-
ving the energy transition that Germany’s federal 
government has been vigorously pursuing since the 
Fukushima disaster of March 2011� Germany’s aim of 
reducing its greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent 
compared to 1990 levels by 2050 – and that without 
any help from nuclear – has received mixed reactions 
in the UK� On the one hand, there is admiration for 
the ambitious project, but on the other, there is an 
expectation that the country’s competitiveness will 
suffer badly at the hands of these radical changes�15

The Economist points to the complex challenges of 
storage and transport that will need to be overcome 
to realise the ambitious plan and says that in-fighting 
between the different political camps and jurisdictions 
is jeopardising the transition’s chances of success�16

Writing in a 2013 Oxford Energy Comment, Professor 
John Rhys levelled very clear criticism at Germany’s 
2011 decision to phase out nuclear power� Germany, 
says Rhys, has the safest and most modern nuclear 
power plants in the world� Yet in the wake of the 
Fukushima disaster it decided to turn its back on a 
reliable, climate-friendly source of energy in a move 
that was, unlike the UK’s, not based on factual evi-
dence� Rhys points out that this has made Germany 
more reliant on coal than ever – which goes against 
its own aspirations and the EU climate targets�17 
Furthermore, Germany is also reliant on Russian gas� 
Given the current crisis in Ukraine, this constellation 
could prove especially volatile�

The UK is charting a very different course on nuclear 
policy than Germany� In March last year, the energy 
minister Ed Davey approved the construction of a new 
nuclear power plant in Somerset in the south of the 
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planning permission� According to a survey quoted 
by The Guardian9, most people in Britain support 
funding for renewable energies� Maf Smith from the 
association Renewable UK was therefore disappointed 
by Cameron’s proposals� He said that onshore wind 
turbines are significantly cheaper and more reliable 
than offshore turbines, not to mention nuclear power 
plants, and must therefore continue to receive sup-
port� Smith also pointed out that talk of a moratorium 
was causing uncertainty among potential investors�10

Nevertheless, the UK is home to the world’s largest 
offshore wind farm: the London Array in the Thames 
Estuary� The UK also accounts for about 55 percent of 
Europe’s offshore wind energy, making it the biggest 
producer in Europe�11 Despite this, rising electricity 
and gas prices are causing widespread dissatisfac-
tion among the British public� The situation is said to 
be caused by the UK’s six largest energy suppliers 
(known as the Big Six): British Gas, EDF Energy, E�ON 
UK, npower, Scottish Power and SSE� Most people 
in Britain think that the companies do not act in the 
interests of consumers and deliberately keep prices 
high� In light of this, Labour leader Ed Miliband has 
announced that he would freeze electricity prices if 
elected in 2015. The current government has firmly 
rejected this proposal, describing it as dubious and 
almost impossible to legally enforce�12

During Chancellor Angela Merkel’s visit to London in 
February this year, it became clear that Germany and 
the UK are both pursuing similar climate goals� Merkel 
is in favour of the European Union reducing carbon 
emissions by 40 percent by 2030, while Cameron 
is seeking 50 percent within the framework of a UN 
agreement�13

This proposal is based on a study that the UK’s 
environment ministry published in early 2014, which 
showed that the target could be achieved by investing 
just 0.59 percent of GDP and that it would also benefit 
the country’s economy�
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The UK accounts for about 55 percent of Europe’s offshore 
wind capacity. The London Array in the Thames Estuary is the 
world’s largest offshore wind farm.

country� It should produce seven percent of the UK’s 
electricity when it goes into operation in about ten 
years’ time�18

In his speech on Europe on 23 January 2013, Prime 
Minister Cameron said that, if he had his way, climate 
and environmental policy would be an area of national 
rather than EU competence� This, he explained, would 
allow the UK to achieve a better balance between eco-
nomic competitiveness and the measures necessary to 
protect the climate and the environment� The Regent’s 
Report 2013 states that the UK reduced its carbon 
emissions by around 23�5 percent between 1990 and 
2010, which puts it just ahead of Germany (21�7 per-
cent) and far ahead of France (8�6 percent) and Italy 
(8�2 percent)�19

Since 2012, the UK government has been trying 
to encourage households to become more energy 
efficient on the back of its Green Deal. This is a 
large-scale incentive programme that aims to get 14 
million homeowners to carry out various measures, 
such as installing wall insulation, modern windows 
and efficient heating systems, by 2020. Homeowners 
do not pay up front for the renovations� Retailers and 
energy suppliers cover the costs to start with, and the 
customers pay them back through their monthly elec-
tricity bills� The monthly repayments must not exceed 
the savings achieved by the upgrades�20

So the UK has, without doubt, made progress on 
energy and the climate since David Cameron’s govern-
ment came to power in May 2010� However, proposals 
like the planned moratorium on onshore wind turbines 
seem to be inconsistent with the general direction�
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