Britain's green revolution will power economic recovery





Two centuries ago, Britain was at the forefront of a new industrial age that transformed our small island into the workshop of the world and a global economic powerhouse.

Now we must once more harness the expertise of our engineers and scientists - and the ambition of our entrepreneurs - to embrace a green revolution that will significantly change the way we all live and work. At a historic summit in Italy last week, G8 leaders agreed to limit global warming to 2C above pre-industrial levels and cut their emissions by 80% by 2050. 

I know that, for many people, these summits can feel like grand talking shops with abstract arguments about issues of little relevance to their daily lives. But climate change will affect every individual, every family, every community, every business, every economy and every government. And I am determined that Britain will be at the forefront of the transition to low-carbon societies. Not only because it is our moral duty to future generations and because climate change, caused largely by the richest nations, hits the poorest and most vulnerable hardest. But because this new approach will underpin our push towards economic recovery - providing new growth, new jobs, new industries and new opportunities.

The global environmental sector will be worth £4.3 trillion by 2015 and sustain tens of millions of jobs. So the countries and companies that develop the technologies and services fastest will, as with the industrial revolution, reap the richest rewards. We already lead the world in many environmental technologies, from offshore wind to environmental instrumentation, and from energy control systems to carbon markets.

Within a decade, 1.2 million people in the UK will be employed in the green sector as a result of the investment decisions we are taking. Factories producing energy-saving products, construction companies erecting renewable energy systems, scientists working to develop new nuclear power, mechanics maintaining hybrid engines and people installing insulation in homes: this is the workforce of the future. So as we meet our international obligations, we must seize the opportunity for a comprehensive transition to a greener, cleaner future for Britain - one which is fairer, stronger and more prosperous for all. 

Two weeks ago, the government launched Building Britain's Future, setting out our radical plan for recovery and beyond into a digital, low-carbon, high-technology age. We will pursue a new, more active industrial policy - investing towards a nationwide high-speed broadband network by 2016, building a world-class modern infrastructure and supporting future industries such as biotechnology, life sciences, advanced manufacturing and financial services. And over the coming fortnight we will push further ahead with a series of announcements on electric cars and railways and on energy-efficient homes and communities.

Ed Miliband will this week set out how we will meet our legally binding commitment to cut UK emissions by a third by 2020 and Peter Mandelson will unveil our low-carbon industrial strategy. This will involve innovative schemes, such as loans to families to make energy-efficiency improvements that are repaid though savings on fuel bills, and cashback schemes for households and communities that generate their own clean energy.

Under the Great British Refurb we aim to have every loft and cavity wall in the country insulated by 2015 and smart meters in every home by 2020. The revolutionary concept of ecotowns, meanwhile, gives us the opportunity to provide desperately needed affordable homes in environmentally friendly communities. This week, John Healey will be announcing the shortlist of locations. 

A reformed planning system will speed up decisions on applications for the national infrastructure, such as nuclear power plants, wind farms and sea ports. The UK is leading the world in backing the construction of up to four commercial power plants with carbon capture and storage. The North Sea will once again become the powerhouse of Europe's energy production - this time through offshore wind farms rather than oil wells. And this week we will open south-east England's largest on-shore wind farm and set out how innovative wave and tidal schemes will help us to generate 15% of our energy needs from renewable sources by 2020.

Some of the measures we will undertake are undeniably controversial. Some argue that, amid demanding economic conditions, our resolve to meet environmental commitments should weaken. The opposite is true. Over the next 30 years, we face warmer, wetter winters and hotter, drier summers, accompanied by rising sea levels, inland flooding, drought and heat waves. Climate change projections issued last month suggested that, if we don't act urgently to cut emissions, these will become even more severe. The science says we have to take radical action, the economics says we should, and morally we must. 

Just as the Victorians made Britain the first industrialised nation and reaped the rewards, so we can harvest the benefits of being among the first major developed countries to convert to a green economy. The transition is not something to be delayed because of the global recession; instead it is the driver of our recovery.

