Peak Oil and Global Food Production, Insurance Hall, London 

Tuesday 11th October

This conference brought together people who are starting to grasp, and want to explore further the implications that the peak of oil production might mean. Three hundred people spent the day discussing how oil, the foundation of global capitalism, may cause the complete restructuring of the system that its energy has created, now that the end is in sight. The issue may seem to some like a conspiracy theory if it were not for the facts, figures and experts that make it real.
There was consensus among the panel and a growing consensus worldwide that the peak of oil production will occur within the next 10 years, followed by a permanent decline in production causing oil prices to rise. Our financial system is dependent on growth which is intrinsically linked to growth in energy supply. The industrial development of the past 150 years has only been possible due to ready access to oil, a cheap and easy energy source.
Chris Shrebowski, the Editor of Petroleum Review talked us through the figures. These predict that if demand for oil grows by 1%, then the peak of oil production occurs in 2016, if demand grows by 2% then it occurs in 2012 and at 3% it occurs in 2008. The massive growth of the Chinese and Indian oil-based economies signals that it is likely to occur sooner rather than later.
The general agreement from the speakers was that even with increased energy conservation and a shift to alternative energy supplies this would not be sufficient to replace oil. The audience started to understand what the implications of rising oil prices with no obvious substitute may mean.  Keith Tovey, from CRed, illustrated the moral dilemma that society will soon face: will we drive our car for 1.6 miles or heat a room for an old-age pensioner for an hour? They both use equal amounts of energy. If the distribution is left to the market, the rich would maintain their current energy rich lifestyle while marginalised people with lower incomes would struggle to heat their homes. 
The moral implications were not just limited to the western world. Andrew Simms, policy director of New Economics Foundation spelt out the disastrous implications of rising oil prices for developing countries whose delicate economies are based on oil. There is already an international movement to introduce Contraction and Convergence as a solution to climate change but could this also be a just solution to the energy crisis? Under C&C everyone would receive their tradable emissions entitlement and the permitted emissions level would be reduced in proportion to world depletion rates. 
Over the next 20 years, it is likely that there will be a change in western lifestyle due to a combination of higher oil prices and government policy, such as energy/food rationing in response to the shortages.  Tim Lang, Food Policy lecturer from City University, London, spoke about tipping points - when radical change occurs. High energy prices may cause such a tipping point. Society would shift and many aspects of globalisation would start reversing; we will work closer to home, eat locally grown food, and reduce imports to only the essentials. 
Richard Douthwaite urged to us to realise the huge opportunity in this: the chance to change everything and recreate a better world.  He spoke of the need for money reform which would free us from the current necessity of economic growth and so release us from energy dependency.  However, it is difficult to imagine governments implementing such changes until we are in a crisis; suffering severe recession with unemployment, inflation, lack of food, and increased international tension over remaining oil reserves.
The implications are staggering and will cause large changes in many of our existing systems; transport, food, international trade, and financial. 
There are many questions that SISS could begin to explore, in order that we can reduce the short and long term impacts of energy shortages through reasoned, strategic shifts in our systems.

Here are some key thoughts that emerged, for me, from the conference:

· As oil prices rise, when and how will “renewables” come into their own?
· Can we feed our growing population using integrated farming methods that are not dependent on oil?

· Can you persuade people to change or do you need to force change by using taxes and rationing?

· What are the moral questions of just addressing our “Western problem with energy”?
· Is there a pathway to sustainable economic activity, without fossil fuels, and if so what financial mechanisms will work in this world? How do we trade, invest and do we store wealth for  future use (pensions)?
