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Green Growth: No Turning Back

Speech by TUC General Secretary Frances O’Grady, 21 October 2013.

Thanks Sue/ everyone/welcome
And a very special welcome our keynote speakers, Sir David King, John Ashton and Julia Slingo.
Delegates, energy and climate issues have rarely been out of the headlines in the past few weeks.
And we have been presented with two very clear political and market alternatives.
Last month Ed Miliband led the way with his conference speech, promising a 20-month freeze on electricity and gas bills if Labour wins the election.  
A welcome challenge to price hikes at a time when real pay is being cut – and a bold intervention to shape the market for the future.
There was an immediate response from the big six energy firms, who claimed such a move would starve infrastructure of investment.
A bit rich because, let's face it, they've been taking an investment holiday for decades.
Energy chiefs then tried to blame green obligations for the size of consumer bills.
Not top pay.
No shareholder dividends.
But the cost of a corporate responsibility to invest in energy efficiency.
SSE wasted no time in announcing they would hike bills by 8 per cent, and were followed last week by British Gas with a shocking 9 per cent rise.
It's likely that others will follow.
Let’s be clear.
This is profiteering pure and simple.
Raking it in while ordinary families are told to tighten their belts.
Leaving many poor and vulnerable people with a Hobson’s choice this winter: to heat, or to eat.
And in one of the world’s richest economies, that is a moral outrage.
TUC research shows that over the past decade, energy bills have risen by four times the rate of inflation.
Never mind the government review of the impact of so-called “green taxes” on people’s energy costs.
Bills have been sky-rocketing for years, and the British people are fed up with it.
No doubt like you, I enjoyed the dark humoured public response to Centrica's customer services social media campaign on the price rises.
My favourite was from the customer who asked whether his Nan keep warm by burning her table or chairs first.
If their disregard of the public reaction is anything to go by these captains of industry are the Millwall of capitalism - nobody likes us and we don't care.
And they're not the only ones to show arrogance in the face of public concern.
Just over a week ago, we heard reports that 1,400 staff at the Environment Agency are to lose their jobs.
That’s more than 10 per cent of the workforce.
At a time when we need the expertise and experience of that workforce more than ever.
And then, just yesterday Unite members in Grangemouth held a rally to protest against the an ultimatum from the company Ineos who has told them the plant will remain on ice unless they individually sign up to worse pay and conditions, including closure of the final salary scheme.
Now the TUC has for years argued for a just transition to a low carbon economy.
And we always support unions in seeking a just resolution to industrial disputes.
But I want to be clear. 
There is nothing just about holding a gun to a worker' s head. 
There is nothing fair about making consumers pay the price for the financial crash. 
And there is nothing sustainable about giant multinational corporations being free to hold the country to ransom.
If companies won't play by the rules, if they want to carry on making excess profits and avoid paying fair taxes, then we need a serious conversation about the future of energy security and ownership in this country. 
And I know you will join me in sending a strong message to workers in the Environment Agency, at Grangemouth and wherever they are fighting for justice, we will back you all the way.
Delegates, the theme of our conference this year is “green growth – no turning back”.
And there’s a very good reason for that.
Because the paradox we face is this.
As evidence of catastrophic climate change mounts, the Government's commitment to sustainable low-carbon growth seems to be faltering.
The crash, the recession and tensions within the coalition – in different ways, all have deflected us from the critical task of greening our economy.
But that task is now more urgent than it was even five years ago.
And the penalties and cost of inaction yet more severe.
I’m proud that as a trade union movement, we’ve never wavered in our core beliefs.
We are the real advocates of change.
But the gravity of the situation we face demands a collective response.
With the economy showing tentative signs of recovery and the election now just 18 months away, I see three great priorities for trade unionists.
First, we must be to help win the argument with the public for change.
And that means taking on the climate change doubters, deniers and ditherers.
Just last month, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published its latest report.
And it made for pretty sobering reading.
Highlighting not just the risks of global warming, but the role humanity’s carbon addiction has played in causing it.
Within two to three decades, we face rising sea levels, heatwaves, droughts and extreme weather.
All of which underlines the need for a global carbon budget.
As Lord Stern warned just a couple of weeks ago, unless we act now, we will exceed our absolute maximum CO2 limit within the next 15 to 25 years.
Now you’d think that this would act as a bit of all wake up call to those in the corridors of power.
But no.
The response to climate chaos is climate complacency.
When it came to power in May 2010, the coalition government promised to be the greenest ever.
Well, what we’ve got in practice is the greenest government never.
Of course, that’s a bit of an over-simplification.
The problem is that different parts of the government are pulling in different directions.
Not just departmentally – the Treasury and DECC.
But politically too – with the Tories and Lib Dems on completely different planets, as it were.
Ed Davey's positive response to the IPCC report, for example, was a stark contrast to that of the Chancellor George Osborne.
And what of the Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Owen Paterson?
He’d already called for cuts to the subsidies given to wind farms and green energy projects. 
Then he went further and told a Conservative Party fringe event that global warming had a positive side.
But then again, what do you expect from a man who is pro fox hunting, who is anti gay marriage and who justified the extension of the badger cull trials by accusing the badgers of moving the goalposts?
Delegates, if this is the best the government can do, we might as well just go the whole hog and put Jeremy Clarkson in charge of environment policy.
Instead of misinformation and confusion, we need the coalition to give a clear, consistent message.
And from the TUC’s perspective, this is not the time to duck the challenge.
That’s why we’re right behind the EU’s attempt to develop a 40 per cent carbon reduction target for 2030.
Or 50 per cent, if a global deal is struck in Paris by the UN in 2015.
The point is surely this.
The situation we face demands radical and urgent action.
Not in 10 years’ time.
But now.
So to what must be our second main priority.
And that’s to ensure those green shoots of recovery really are green.
We simply can’t go back to the high-octane, turbocharged model of capitalism that got us into this mess in the first place.
The TUC wants a recovery that is sustainable in every sense of the word, environmentally and economically.
And instead of hoping the invisible hand of the market will do the job, government has to take the lead in facilitating green growth in the areas that need it most.
Starting with a smart, active low-carbon industrial strategy.
Connecting all the pieces of the policy jigsaw.
Green apprenticeships and skills.
R&D, innovation and science.
Ambitious investment for the future through a proper Green Bank and the Business Investment Bank.
It's a little ironic that the value of Government support for the Help to Buy mortgage scheme - a scheme that many fear could help fuel a second housing debt bubble - is around thirty times bigger than that available through the Bank for Investment in our whole economy.
But with corporations still sitting on a cash pile equivalent to a third of GDP we need that government investment urgently.
For state support for strategically important low-carbon sectors.
Industries where Britain still has the potential to lead the world.
Renewables.
Electric vehicles.
And carbon capture and storage.
A technology that could not only revitalise our coal industry and deliver strong economic benefits, but also provide a much better deal for consumers.
That’s the message reinforced by a new TUC report about CCS we’ll be publishing very soon.
And may I congratulate Mike Gibbons, chair of the TUC’s Clean Coal Task Group, for his appointment last week as co-chair of the government’s CCS Development Forum.
Delegates, while I’m on the subject of supporting the technologies of the future, let me say a few words about fracking.
It’s rarely been out of the news over the past few months.
And I want to make it clear that the TUC remains sceptical.
We think the environmental costs have been under-estimated and the consumer benefits over-sold.
And we share the concerns of communities in places like Balcombe in Sussex – not to mention those in the  so-called desolate north.
For us, the precautionary principle of safety must always come first.
And this takes me onto what must be our third key priority: to up our campaign for a just transition.
Together we must ensure that our journey to a low-carbon future is as fair as possible.
That ordinary working people benefit from the change that inevitably lies ahead.
That we do not repeat the industrial slash and burn that destroyed so many communities in the 1980s.
On the contrary, with the right policies, with the right vision, the new economy could be greener and fairer, with decent jobs at its heart.
Be in no doubt.
Low carbon economics is about economic rebalancing in its most meaningful sense.
Good growth for the whole country, not just London and the South East.
Enterprise that is based on real engineering, not financial engineering.
Green jobs that are high-skilled, well-paid and unionised.
That demands a shift from a do nothing to a do something government.
Leadership from the top, industrial activism, and an end to the dogma that still insists on answering every major question of our time with the same old discredited policies of deregulation, privatisation and liberalisation.
Remember, the Stern Report famously said that climate change was the biggest case of market failure in human history.
To those who say this is politically naive, or economically unrealistic , I say this.
Look at what our competitors are doing.
Look at how Germany has nurtured a successful green economy.
Delegates, don’t let anyone sell Britain short.
Our green economy is already worth around £120 billion.
It accounts for nearly a million jobs.
And it is in trade surplus.
But it could be so much bigger and better.
We have the workforce, the scientific know-how, the creativity, to lead the world in green economics by 2020.
All it needs is the political will to make it happen.
A just transition to a dynamic low-carbon future can be within our grasp.
Delivering not just new jobs and industries to the communities that need them most, but new hope too.
As unions, we have to to lead from the front and make the case for progressive change.
It’s about justice, equality, sustainability.
Working collectively to make life better for everyone.
Creating those new jobs.
Growing new industries.
Safeguarding our planet for generations to come.
Thanks for listening and have a great day.
