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RECENTLY rocketing oil prices have been consistently making the headlines across the world. Over the last two months crude oil prices have increased by more than 20 per cent and are still marching on to hit the limit of $100 per barrel. The rampant oil price is not the only headache for the energy circles.

It actually is an index to a number of problems. The hallmarks of the current global energy scenario are rapidly increasing energy demand especially from the emerging economies, rapidly diminishing oil and gas reserves, and alarming signs of climate change.

The list of issues making the energy sector all but promising also include an ever fragile situation of energy security, and energy oriented geopolitical conflicts and wars. The matrix of problems particularly applies to fossil fuels that provide 80 per cent of the world energy supplies. Fossil fuel reserves are extremely localised by their very nature. Nearly 20 countries hold around 90 per cent of the total discovered oil and gas reserves of the world.

Consequently, there are only a few countries (less than 15 per cent) in the world that are self sufficient in their energy needs. The overwhelming majority of the countries are therefore feeling threatened by the challenges facing the global energy scene. Probably there is no parameter other than ‘oil and gas’ that better binds the world together in the bracket of a ‘global village’.

The dependency of modern human life on energy is ever high. The existing situation by all standards appears to be bleak.

Some very serious threats to the global economy and infrastructure are imminent if the world fails to address the discussed energy challenges. People in developing and poor countries of the world are going to find their lives even harder.

Given the fact the fossil fuels remain to be the prime source of energy for the world, the trends with the rising oil and gas prices would be nearly irreversible. In business as usual scenario, a combination of genuine as well as artificial issues makes the situation too complicated to precisely gauge the intensity of energy challenges (most notable the surging energy prices) in future. Nevertheless these challenges can be addressed and a sustainable energy future can be assured if alternative energy systems, renewable energy resources, are actively explored.

Energy systems presently in use across the world can be classified into three main areas: fossil fuels, renewables and nuclear power, respectively contributing to 80 per cent, 13.5 per cent and 6.5 per cent of the global energy requirements.

Historically, fossil fuels have been the main source of energy supply and have served the human energy needs for thousands of years. With the advent of industrial revolution in the 19th century, fossil fuels saw their refined liquid phase, oil that is more efficient than their traditional solid phase counterparts (wood and coal).

More recently, world became familiarised with gaseous phase of fossil fuels that is ever more efficient. Nuclear power emerged on the scene towards the middle of the last century. It is however due to a number of reasons is not accessible to the vast majority of the world and has found its application only within developed countries. Renewable energy as the name implies is the energy produced from natural sources such as solar energy, wind power, hydropower, biomass and wave and tidal. These resources have the capacity to meet the present and future energy demands of the world. The development and use of renewable energy sources can enhance diversity in energy supply markets, contribute to securing long-term sustainable energy supplies, help reduce local and global environmental impacts and provide commercially attractive options to meet specific energy service needs.

Renewable energy due to its favourable characteristics is being considered as an integral part of energy strategies all over the world. Meaningful policies for the development of renewable energy are being launched across the board.

In September 2001, for example, the European Parliament and the Council adopted the Directive 2001/77/EC on the promotion of electricity produced from renewables in the internal electricity market.

Member states are required to adopt national targets for renewables that are consistent with reaching the Commission’s overall target of 12 per cent of energy (and 22.1 per cent of electricity) from renewables by 2010. For the year 2020, the target is to increase the share of renewable energy up to 20 per cent of the total primary energy supply.

Similarly, at the market end, renewable energy is also breaking into. Over the last two decades solar and wind energy systems have experienced rapid growth. This is being supported by several factors such as declining capital cost; declining cost of electricity generated and continued improvement in performance characteristics of these systems.

The fossil fuel and renewable energy prices, and social and environmental costs of each, are heading in opposite directions, and the economic and policy mechanisms needed to support the widespread dissemination and sustainable markets for renewable energy systems are rapidly evolving.

Total installed renewable power capacity is approaching 200 GW as of 2006. About 40 per cent of the total renewable power capacity is installed in developing countries. Over this period, worldwide, wind capacity increased by 30 per cent and grid-connected solar PV capacity increased by an incredible 40 per cent.

These growth rates far outpace those for traditional electric power, currently 1–3 per cent in most countries, except China, where traditional power capacity is growing at rates of 7–9 per cent. Some long-term scenarios postulate a rapidly increasing share of renewable technologies made up of solar, wind, geothermal, modern biomass, as well as the more traditional hydro. Under such a scenario, renewables could reach up to 50 per cent of the total share of mid- 21st century with appropriate policies and new technology developments.

The United Nations (UN), in a recently published report suggests that investment capital flowing into renewable energy climbed from $80bn in 2005 to a record $100bn in 2006. According to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), renewable energy is becoming an increasingly popular commodity to invest in. Factors such as concerns over climate, high oil prices and government policies are listed as some of the top reasons driving capital into renewable energy. It is also stated that in 2006 renewable energy made up 18 per cent of the world’s investment in generating power.

The worsening situation with the energy prices and military conflicts in and around the regions rich in oil and gas indicate that the growth rate of renewable energy is set to rise in the years ahead.
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