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An Empty Plan for Renewable Energy 
The United Nations Conference on New and Renew- 

able Sources of Energy (UNERG) ended in Nairobi on 22 
August with agreement that rich and poor countries alike 
must make a rapid transition to more sustainable patterns 
of energy use, but with no consensus on how it should be 
done. The conference, which cost some $50 million and 
attracted 5,000 delegates and hangers-on from 125 coun- 
tries, essentially laid down a plan of action but failed to 
agree on a mechanism by which it should be implemented 
and financed. 

This outcome was entirely predictable. The United 
States delegation, together with a few others from indus- 
trialized countries, went to Nairobi with instructions to 
oppose the creation of any new institution or internation- 
al fund (Science, 24 July, p. 418). Delegates from Third 
World countries generally argued that new arrangements 
are needed to channel funds into the development of re- 
newable energy resources in the developing world. This 
is needed, they maintained, to help poor countries over- 
come the crippling impact of high oil prices on their eco- 
nomic progress. 

In the end, the industrialized North and the developing 
South agreed to disagree. The conference simply estab- 
lished a relatively powerless body within the United Na- 
tions to coordinate U.N. renewable energy programs and 
to report within a year on the need for new institutional 
or funding arrangements. 

This outcome pleased the United States. James Stro- 
mayer, who coordinated U.S. preparations for the confer- 
ence, told a reporter after the meeting that he was 
"thrilled" at the outcome, and added that "the notion 
that this conference should endow renewable energy with 
a large amount of money is not a legitimate question." 

Although the Reagan Administration got essentially 
what it wanted from the conference, it did not take the 
event as seriously as many other governments did. The 
prime ministers of Canada, India, and Sweden attended 
UNERG, and Britain sent its minister of energy, David 
Howell. In contrast, the American delegation was led by 
the former counsel of Reagan's election committee, Stan- 
ton Anderson, a lawyer with no prior experience in ener- 
gy matters or in dealings with the Third World. 

Although this might be expected to draw some criti- 
cism from other delegations, the most vocal opposition to 
U.S. policy at the conference came from American non- 
governmental organizations (NGO's). Immediately fol- 
lowing a press briefing by the U.S. delegation, a group of 
American NGO's released a statement declaring that "in 
contrast to its verbal support at the UN Nairobi confer- 
ence, the Reagan Administration is fast becoming one of 
the major obstacles to the worldwide use of renewable 
energy." The statement condemned the Administration 
for slashing domestic solar energy programs and said that 
"the U.S. delegation's opposition to increased interna- 

tional funding and institutional visibility for renewables 
constitutes a retreat from long-standing U.S. global com- 
mitments and responsibilities." 

Was the conference a waste of money and effort? "It 
was only a failure if you wanted to have a new fund or a 
new institution," says Charles Weiss, science and tech- 
nology adviser to the World Bank. "In terms of raising 
consciousness and focusing attention on renewable ener- 
gy, it was very successful," he suggests. The program of 
action, which was drafted during two years of prepara- 
tions and finalized in Nairobi, highlights the pressing 
need to overcome fuelwood shortages in many regions of 
the Third World, calls for increased research and devel- 
opment and training to develop renewable energy tech- 
nologies, and urges stepped-up technology transfer from 
North to South on equitable terms. In developing posi- 
tions on these issues, many governments were forced to 
consider for the first time the potential role of new and 
renewable energy in their national programs-a fact that 
many observers believe will be the most long-lasting im- 
pact of the conference. Indeed, Enrique Iglesias, the sec- 
retary-general of the conference, argues that UNERG has 
focused attention on renewable energy in much the same 
way that the Stockholm conference raised consciousness 
about the environment a decade ago. 

But the issue of financing will not simply disappear. 
Studies by the World Bank indicate that the developing 
countries will need to invest at least $50 billion a year in 
energy development over the next 5 years. The bank it- 
self was hoping to double its support for energy projects 
in 1982-1986, perhaps through the creation of a separate 
energy affiliate. But earlier this year the Reagan Adminis- 
tration said that it cannot support the establishment of a 
new institution, a position it clung to at the Ottawa sum- 
mit meeting in July. 

Administration officials have said that they would not 
oppose increased lending for energy projects within the 
World Bank's current structure. But an interagency 
study, led by the Treasury Department, has concluded 
that doubling the World Bank's energy lending cannot be 
justified. The study essentially argues that the private 
sector will provide sufficient investment in Third World 
energy development if only Third World governments 
will open their doors to multinational enterprises. In a 
move that could not have been better timed to undermine 
discussions on finance at UNERG, the study was re- 
leased a week before the conference opened. 

Disagreements on finance did not erupt with much 
force at the conference, however, because this issue will 
be a focus of negotiation at the North-South summit 
meeting in Cancun, Mexico, on 22-23 October. That 
meeting is expected to settle the fate of the World Bank's 
planned expansion of its energy lending. 

-COLIN NORMAN 
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