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Letter from the Team Leader
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Dear All, 

Welcome to the May 2022 issue of the EU-China Energy Magazine.

On 24 and 25 May 2022, we teamed up with the EU Chamber of Commerce China (EUCCC) and EnergyPost.eu to organise a two-day online conference on innovation for a low carbon economy. Participants heard from expert analysts about the latest trends and targets, as well as case studies featuring top EU companies that are ready to start work, e.g. with floating offshore wind turbines and sector coupling to use waste heat from data centres. We will make the conference videos available on our website.

Alongside the online conference, our May issue looks at how innovation can support the low-carbon transition: we start with a futurology perspective on innovation, and then move on to discuss the green credentials of heat pumps and the development of green steel, and ask whether the EU and China can align their carbon markets.

Don’t forget to take a look at our round up of the latest energy news in Europe and China, and our selection of recent energy reports and publications.

We hope you enjoy the content of this issue and always welcome feedback!

Last but not least, I would like to say a big thank you to our long-suffering editors, Daisy Chi and Helen Farrell, for once again delivering a very informative issue.

Flora Kan

Team Leader

ECECP
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1.  Imagining futures: a methodology for innovation
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Climate change will fundamentally alter life on our planet. However, it is difficult to predict exactly what the impact will be. Innovations have the potential to slow climate change, mitigate its effects and help human life adapt to the changes. To create innovation, we must work out how to forecast what we will need to maintain a livable planet. But how can we second guess what the future will look like? ECECP Junior Postgraduate Fellow Helena Uhde met with Elliott Montgomery, design researcher, strategist and educator, whose work centres on asking questions about social, technological and environmental impact.

A devastating view of the future is painted by the 2022 Report of Working Group 2 of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in its overview of climate change impacts on ecosystems, biodiversity and human systems: widespread degradation of ecosystem structure and function, food insecurity, reduced water supply, the emergence of new human and animal diseases, and human mortality caused by extreme heat events are just some of the consequences predicted to have a high or very high probability.​[1] The report is based on risk projections covering the near future (2021-2040), mid-term future (2041-2080) and long-term future (2081-2100), and does not create much hope for a viable planet worth living in. It prompts the question: is it even worth trying to stop climate change?

A spectrum of futures

In many places, the report reads like a dystopia - it seems almost impossible to stop the severe consequences of climate change. And indeed, there are quite a few films based on a climate dystopia narrative.​[2] However, visions of the future that oscillate between dystopia and utopia offer a very narrow view of things and block our view of the full range of possibilities. Leah Zaidi, an award winning futurist, advocates imagining the future as a spectrum rather than a binary notion. She calls this a spectrum of ‘polytopias‘ and explains it as ‘stories that depict many people, many places, at many times. They demonstrate the incremental steps required to shift a system and how those systems interact with people along the way. Polytopias aim to capture the complexity and nuances of change itself.’​[3] 

Thinking in a spectrum rather than binary space opens up new possibilities, new facets and inspiration that we would otherwise fail to see. It offers a number of possible futures. This concept is also at the core of the work of Elliott Montgomery, assistant professor of strategic design and management at Parsons School of Design, The New School and cofounder of The Extrapolation Factory. In his work, Montgomery explores how the methods and approaches used in futurology can be employed to train the human imagination so that it begins to see more valuable and provocative scenarios.

Speculative Design as an approach for imagining futures

The framework that Montgomery uses is called speculative design, and was coined by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, professors at London's Royal College of Art, as a form of design that ‘thrives on imagination and aims to open up new perspectives on what are sometimes called wicked problems, to create spaces for discussion and debate about alternative ways of being, and to inspire and encourage people’s imaginations to flow freely.’​[4] Montgomery created a map (see Figure 1) to classify speculative design. In contrast to the more well-known term design thinking, speculative design is more in the field of art, but also overlaps with strategy.

[image: image]

Figure 1: An Unresolved Mapping of Speculative Design. Source: Elliott Montgomery - EPMID.com.

One of Montgomery's clients is Sweden’s Innovation Office, Vinnova. In the project 'Future Prototypes', a dialogue about possible futures is initiated by creating objects.​[5] The project developed a number of change scenarios that Sweden might face in the coming years. ‘We did a huge amount of work scanning for signals to better understand how changes are happening in the present moment. And from those signals we arrived at a series of drivers and finally at four scenarios’, describes Montgomery. The scenarios are based on two key drivers of change: i) the level of disruption, or the magnitude of the change caused by climate change; and ii) the source of change. ‘Will there be an impact from the top, from our government agencies, from big tech, from corporations? Or will the changes come as a result of work that's happening at the grassroots? General shifts in public opinion and choices, people doing different things and living their lives in different ways, consuming energy differently, etc.?’asks Montgomery. Based on the combination of polarities, four different futures were played out in the project. ‘Each one of these stories feels believable. We can imagine a scenario where the Greta Thunbergs of the world start to gather really significant forces, and we all come together and start to make changes in our day-to-day lives, rallying on the streets, reducing consumption, flying less, etc. And things start to change in ways that have a dramatic impact on the world. We can also imagine a world where that type of engagement is the primary driver, and it's still not enough.’ The four scenarios thus help to locate a spectrum of imaginable narratives of change. The aim is not to favour certain scenarios over others, but to create a discourse and to think about what measures could be taken.

“A good science fiction story should be able to predict not the automobile but the traffic jam.” 

– Frederik Pohl.

One aim of this thinking game is to think about possible problems that arise from the visions of the future. ‘Often in this work we try to imagine the problems that do not exist now because the conditions causing those problems have not yet materialised. But if we can start imagining these problems, then we can start thinking about what we need to do about these problems,’ states Montgomery. Speculating about future problems in a proactive way can thus help us to understand the ties or tensions we may face in one of the futures.

There are many recent examples of how important it is to think about problems that were previously beyond the imagination. Before the pandemic, who would have thought of the extent of supply shortages? With the increase in electric cars, who foresaw the lithium shortage? Who predicted that an increase in renewable energies in the electricity market would lead to negative electricity market prices? In hindsight, these developments seem logical and clear - but they were not flagged up in advance.

What-if? and social rule bending in the electricity sector 

In the field of energy, speculative design could create a wider discourse, that reflects on the role that electricity plays and should play in our lives. For most people, electricity is an abstract construct that comes out of a socket on the wall. However, if we think of the availability of electricity in terms of comfort levels, such as keeping our computers and cell phones charged, the air conditioning running and the Internet working, electricity has a much more emotional value for us. This also changes the possible business models. In Germany, where customers can choose their electricity supplier, many people opt for one that supplies them with renewable energy. Studies have shown that while cost is the determining factor when purchasing electricity, other factors such as green energy or local generation play a role in the choice.​[6] At this point it is worth asking the 'what if' question. What if electricity had a completely different value, or consumers had different preferences? What if electricity didn't cost anything? What if electricity didn't need a grid for transmission? What if electricity were plentiful, or non-existent?

What if? questions can lead to technical innovations, but also to experimentation with social rule bending. ‘Social rule bending is really the ease with which we could bend social rules if we all agreed to,‘ explains Montgomery. An example is our sleeping habits. We all usually sleep at night and sleep for one single stretch at the same time. Switching from a polyphasic sleep phase to monophasic sleep is a social norm that has made us into a productive workforce. By bending this social rule, perhaps more people would not divide their time into day and night, but sleep and be awake as they saw fit. ‘This could alleviate the problems of peak loads during the day when everyone is awake. And so, this simple act of bending social rules, agreeing that the social rule we're sticking to might not necessarily be the best for some of the technological systems, could get us out of one of the challenges we're facing. No new technology would have to be invented for this,’ says Montgomery. 

Energy pilots

In an effort to make low-carbon energy technologies cost-competitive, Montgomery developed hypothetical business models by borrowing proven techniques from other sectors.​[7] ‘One of the key tensions that I was starting to find as I spoke with experts was that there are potentially different ethical expectations of businesses in the low carbon energy sector than there are in other sectors.  In the low carbon energy sector, we do have quite high ethical expectations, while in other sectors, when a
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