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I’ve been asked to talk about energy transition in 
particular, because that will determine whether we 
will be able to keep catastrophic climate change 
away.  

I’m Dutch and we have a reputation for being honest 
to the point of being rude. So, let me begin with the 
conclusion. And the conclusion is that science knows 
that we are not making change fast enough, we are 
ruining the planet not just now, but for the next 
generations, and for poor and vulnerable people 
across this world. But it is policy makers, private 
sector and us as individual consumers that are still 
not doing enough.  

In my lifetime, emissions have reasoned six-fold and 
they show, unfortunately, no signs of abating. After a 
few years of being flat, hoping that we were 
decarbonizing our economy, last year the increase of 
carbon emissions was 2%. We are now 145% above 
pre-industrial emission levels. Last year was the 
warmest non-El Niño year on record, and the past 5 
years have been the hottest ever on the planet. This 
is what we are up against. 

 
We had 200 years to use half of the carbon budget 
which is emission levels to keep temperature rise 
below 1.5 or 2 degrees, and if we do not decarbonize 
our economy in the next 20 years we will not be able 
to keep catastrophic climate change away. What that 
means is that in 2020, that’s less than 1,000 days away, 
global emission levels will have to peak, and the energy 
sector will have to play a major role in that. I know that 
it won’t be happening by 2020, but the longer we wait, 
the deeper the curve of emission decreases must be. 
This is the reality, this is what science tells us: we are in 
a hurry or we simply won’t be able to make it. 

Regarding the demand for energy, which is one of the 
largest parts of global CO2 emissions, are we seeing 
that step change that we need to see? Energy demand 
in Europe is down, and energy demand in the United 
States and in Japan is also in the right direction. But 
look at Latin America, Middle East, South East Asia, 
Africa, and particularly China and India. Are we 
changing energy demand, are we getting there in time? 
No, we’re not. 
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While we may be safe and secure in our energy 
supplies, people in countries where I live and work 
like Ethiopia are still a long way away from where we 
are. More than a billion people in developing 
countries have no access to energy – most of them 
(more than 95%) live in Africa and Southeast Asia. 
And if we continue the way we are, we still have 675 
million people without access to energy in 2030. That 
is what we promised in the sustainable development 
goals as a world community.  

I’ll give six reasons why I still believe we are making 
the change happen, but we might not be going fast 
enough.  

 

First of all, the trends about coal. You all know that 
coal is the most carbon intensive source of energy, and 
coal is actually dropping. It dropped 2% in 2016 and 
compared to 2014 this is more than 4% decrease in 
demand, so we are going in the right direction, but like 
I said: it’s just not fast enough. Every major economy in 
the world is reducing coal dependency except India, 
and even China, the largest coal consumer by far, has 
now reduced coal for the third year in a row. And no 
matter what the President of the United States says, 
coal has peaked and is now going out fashion, simply 
because we have better and cheaper options. 
Renewables are here, and they will stay. 
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Good news number two: renewable energy is going 
up. Investment in renewable energy has doubled 
compared to fossil fuel investments. And that is not 
just for last year, that’s for five years in a row that 
we invest double in renewables compared to what 
we invest in fossil fuels as a world community. And 
this is not because people want to stabilize the 
climate; that may be great, but they are doing that 
because the levelized cost of energy for wind and 
solar is decreasing. From the climate summit in 
Copenhagen to now, prices of solar panels have 
come down 86%. Solar PV and wind PV are simple 
becoming cheaper and more cost-competitive than 
any other energy source. And that’s why even in 
agencies like the International Energy Agency, one 
of the more conservative thinktanks for energy has 
had to consistently over the years revise upwards 
where we will end up with renewable energy. They 
had to revise upwards five fault since 2000 
projections on wind energy and no less than 14 
fault projections on solar PV installation. And even 
Green Peace underestimated just how fast 
renewable energy deployment is going. But make 
no mistake about it: it is not because people want 
to stabilize the climate, it is because it is becoming 
cost-competitive. By 2025 or 2030, renewable and 
particularly solar will simply be cheaper than coal, 
and this means it makes good economic sense to 
make that change happen. 

 

Currently, we have about a 1,000 gigawatt of 
renewable energy in the world. Where is that? It’s not 
where we live. It’s in China where we see massive 
deployment in renewable energy, that’s where the 
new green economy is being established, that’s where 
innovation is happening, where patterns are growing, 
where employment is growing.  

In Europe, we are slow because we haven’t established 
grid infrastructure, but the scenario in the United 
Kingdom is a good example of what is happening. In 
2012, 42% of electricity was generated from coal and 
in 2017, 7% of electricity is from coal. If that is not a 
revolution in the making in just 5 years’ time, I don’t 
know what it is. 

This is shifting the balance towards renewables, which 
increased from 10% to 23% in 5 years, and that is not 
going to stop because the UK together with others aim 
at getting out of coal by 2025. More 20 countries, 
including UK, Canada, France, Finland, and Mexico, are 
part of the “Powering Past Coal Alliance” which also 
brings together businesses and civil society 
organizations working to accelerate clean growth and 
achieving the rapid phase-out of traditional coal 
power. 

In the world, while at present in we may have only 5% 
of renewable energy, by 2040 the expectation is that 
that will be well over 1/3. 
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Good news number 3:  if you don’t care about climate 
or you don’t care about innovation and growing your 
economy in a sustainable way, maybe you care about 
employment. Clean energy is simply a very good 
employment sector. Solar and wind have doubled 
their employment since 2012 and in China renewable 
energy employs 35% more people than gas and oil 
combined. 

So, this is a very smart investment as a politician if 
you want to keep your economy growing. And while 
oil and gas are shading employment, we currently 
have about 10 million people employed in renewable 
energy and the expectation is that it will grow to 25 
million in the next 10 years. 
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Good news number 4:  there is a revolution going on 
in the transport sector, which is so oil-dependent.  
They’re going electric, and while we’re starting from 
a very small base, the shift is going very fast. It’s 
happening not just because of climate change, but 
because the industry itself is seeing that there are 
chances in this new green automobile sector. General 
Motors has promised that by 2023 they will put out 
20 new models that are electric, and in Volvo by 2019 
all cars will be either hybrid or electric. This is an 
unstoppable revolution in the transport sector that 
will reduce dependency on oil, gas, and fossil fuels. 

It’s not just the industry, it is happening at country 
level. In Norway, by 2025 only hybrid or electric cars 
are allowed on the road; in the Netherlands, 0 
emission cars will be mandatory by 2023. Nevertheless, 
there are still major governments like in Germany, 
China and India that have said that they want to get on 
this bandwagon, help on the change, get into that 
innovation, but someone like Merkel has still said “I 
don’t know when”. 
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Good news number 5:  Carbon pricing goes global, 
and this is a silent revolution. You will see electric 
vehicles, you will be able to purchase green power, 
but what you don’t see is that carbon pricing has long 
gone global. We now have more than 40 national 
jurisdictions that have a sort of carbon pricing, and 20 
local jurisdictions - states, cities, regions - that have 
either emissions trading, carbon trade systems or 
carbon pricing. Currently, 7 of the 10 major 
economies of the world now have a form of carbon 
pricing. We still don’t have the carbon price needed 
to shift pollution and to make sure that companies 
pay up for social and environmental externalities, but 
it is an unstoppable revolution.   

Good news number 6: another revolution is about 
subsidies from the public sector. There have 
traditionally been massive subsidies to the fossil fuel 
industries. In recent years – when we knew that 
climate change was real and we knew we are almost 
losing the window to keep temperature rise below 2 
degrees - fossil fuel subsidies went up. Now we are 
seeing a gradual decline, and also that renewable 
energy subsidies are going up. If we could eliminate 
fossil fuel subsidies, we could reduce global emissions 
by 13%. Just by stopping to subsidize the wrong 
thing! In past years, 50 countries have started to 
reform their fossil fuel subsidies. Again, this in an 
unstoppable train, and it’s happening across the 
globe even if you don’t hear about it. 
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While I started off with pessimism, I want to stress 
that the renewable energy transition is not just 
desirable but achievable, and beyond all it is 
unstoppable. By 2040 the expectation is that 1/3 of 
vehicles will be electric, 1/3 of power will be solar, 
wind, or other renewables, and we will have 
improved energy efficiency by 1/3. But even that is 
not going to get us where we need to be.  

I want to highlight four accelerators that will drive 
this transition faster tomorrow. 

The first is water. The power sector is a very large 
consumer of a very scarce resource that is called 
fresh water: 20% of global fresh water goes to the 
energy sector. If we look at India and China, the areas 
with water stress – in other words, where demand 
outstrips supply – are increasing.  Already 1 in 5 
thermal power plants is facing stress because there 
isn’t enough water to cool the plants. A country like 
India last year lost 13 terawatt hours of energy, not 
because there were major upheavals, but because 
there wasn’t enough water to cool their plants. The 
next picture is the forecast for 2025, when half of the 
power plants will not have enough water. Over 50% 
of new proposed coal power generation in China is in 
areas of high or extremely high water stress; maybe 
not a wise investment. Water scarcity is real, and it is 
going to drive change irrespective of climate change. 

The second accelerator comes from us, the individual 
consumers, the citizens across the world: air pollution, 
which comes from diesel driven trucks, from gasoline 
cars, from coal fired plants. It is the fifth leading cause 
of death in India and it is the single largest cause of 
social agitation around the world. China is not changing 
because they care about global climate stability, they 
are changing because they are fearing societal 
upheaval. We are not doing enough in none of the 
major cities in the world. 

Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of England and 
Chair of the financial sector reform in the G20, stated 
that “Shifts in our climate bring potentially profound 
implications for insurers, financial stability and the 
economy.” He is not an activist, and he stresses that 
climate change will undermine our growth, our 
investments, our lives and our livelihood and if we do 
not change. He set up a Task Force on Climate-related 
Financial Disclosures (TCFD). Are we sure about where 
we are investing our money, and what do we get back 
for our buck in the long run, or do we have a carbon 
bubble?  Mike Bloomberg created the Bloomberg’s 
Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures, to 
disclosure of the carbon risks in investment portfolios. 
Do you have stocks in fossil fuel companies, and are 
they investing in green infrastructure? Do you know 
where your money is being spent?  
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So, investors are already changing, and the clear 
majority of world’s biggest investors are acting on 
climate change now.  

When horse carriage driven carts were faced with 
competitions from cars in the previous century, they 
said: we are a transport service company, we will 
survive. Well, the horse-drawn carriages are out of 
business. The companies in energy sector will have to 
change the business model, otherwise they will be 
out of business – and this is the third accelerator.  
Shareholder resolutions on climate change are 
happening: Exxon is now producing scenarios to be 
compatible with the 2-degree world and agrees to 
disclosure their climate risks and their portfolio; 
Statoil committed to 20% reduction in emissions 
intensity by 2030; Shell committed to $1billion 
investment in renewable energy and to half emissions 
intensity by 2050. And the largest sovereign wealth 
fund, the Norwegian Pension Fund, has now been 
told by the Norwegian Central Bank (again, this is not 
an activist environmental agency) to divest from oil 
and gas, because it’s not a viable business proposition 
for the future. AXA also said it is going to quit insuring 
any project in oil and pipeline, because these are 
stranded assets, and they will never yield the rate of 
return compatible with the 2-degree world. 

The last accelerator is about economics. Climate 
change has very often in our lifetime been pursued as a 
moral imperative: we have to do this because of 
poverty and because it’s good for the world.  That has 
never convinced any politician or CEO to do the right 
thing. The only thing that will be convincing is if climate 
change is a threat to our economy - and the business 
sector is already getting this. If you look at investment 
rewards, they are simply stronger and better for those 
companies that disclose climate risks and invest 
sustainably.  

The World Economic Forum, in Davos, asks every year 
to every big company in this world: if you think about 
risks that will undermine your business continuity, 
what would you think is most important? In the next 
18 months, the answers are about migration, state 
collapse, conflict, unemployment, failure of 
governance; but if the question is about the single 
biggest threat to the continuity of the business 10 
years from now, the first answer is water scarcity and 
the second the failure of reducing emissions and 
adaptation to climate change. The next top threats are 
extreme weather events and food crisis - clearly 
climate related - resulting in profound social instability. 
If we do not address these issues as public and private 
sector, we will not achieve the SDGs and we will not 
stay off catastrophic climate change.  
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Unfortunately, the Paris Agreement is not enough. 
We’re not even meeting the Paris commitments at 
the moment, but even the Paris agreement brings 
us climate change between 2.7 and 3 degrees, 
which is catastrophic climate change according to 
science. We need to do a lot more if we want to 
limit the increase in global average temperature to 
1.5 degrees above the pre-industrial levels.  

We need to see a revolution in energy. Currently, 
power generation from renewables is 18% (and 1/4 
of final energy consumption) and it needs to be 85% 
in 30 years from now (and 2/3 of final energy 
consumption. This is a massive undertaking. It will 
impact your lives, your investment portfolio, and 
your children’s lives.  

If this is such a massive undertaking, how can I deal 
with this? I’m only a humble individual, how am I 
going to contribute to this change? I want you to 
think about what you can do as an individual. I hope 
everybody now understands that we need to 
change. But more is needed, because even when 
people understand the need to change, very few 
people think how they themselves can change. 
Whether you are a CEO or a private citizen, every 
single day you make choices in your life that 
contribute to a better world or continue with 
business as usual. The food that you buy, the energy 
you buy, the car that you drive, the politician you 
vote for office – all that is part of a solution or 
remains part of the problem.  

I lived in Africa and Africans always say one thing when 
you feel overwhelmed by the enormity of a challenge: 
if you think you are too small to be noticed and to 
make change happen, go and sleep in a bedroom with 
a mosquito. I want you to be my mosquitoes. 
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