	






	

	Go green now 

	I was in Essen, Germany, on Monday to take part in a seminar on climate change and the opportunities for renewable energy in Turkey. The meeting was organized by the Mercator Foundation, a German private fund interested in promoting low carbon development in Turkey. 


	In preparing for this meeting, I read up on the latest research and policy papers on this topic. All come to the same conclusion: Turkey is at a crossroads. It has come a long way economically by following the traditional path based on an energy intensive development that has produced high growth rates but also low energy efficiency and a growing dependency on imported oil and gas. If the country continues along this road, it will miss out on one of the most important global trends: a paradigm shift in energy policy towards more security of supply and sustainability. For many analysts it is not clear whether the Turkish government has recognized these changes. Despite some encouraging speeches by the energy minister and the adoption of several laws and strategy papers intended to prepare Turkey for the new future, the jury is still out.

In an article in the summer edition of Insight Turkey, one of the leading English language magazines on Turkey, Hasan Saygın from İstanbul Aydın University and Füsun Cetin from İstanbul Technical University give a good overview of global developments and Turkey's hesitant position. According to them, a sustainable energy policy for the 21st century is based on three pillars: 1. Improved energy efficiency, 2. An increased use of renewable sources, and 3. Exploitation of unsustainable resources using low-carbon technologies. Turkey lags behind in all three fields. Countries like Germany and Spain are the frontrunners in Europe, but China and India have also shown that rapid economic development can go hand in hand with the introduction of new technology and the development of successful ones like wind energy.

Is Turkey totally absent in this field? No, it is not. But it is a follower, not a pioneer. The focus has been almost exclusively on building huge hydroelectric power plants.

Unfortunately, this was done in such an environmentally hostile way that nowadays even some environmentalist groups have turned against it, although it is still potentially one of the most promising parts of a Turkish sustainable energy policy. Despite its enormous potential, wind energy has only recently been developed and solar energy is lagging behind dramatically. How to explain this failure? Why does Turkey let other countries take the lead in shaping the low-carbon economy of the future?

I can see at least two reasons for this. One is the popular opinion in Ankara that Turkey can't afford to enter the clean energy future at this point in time. Its strength lies in doing the tricks of the old economic and energy model better and cheaper than the rest of Europe. Why give up on these advantages and enter a whole new ball game with still quite a lot of unknowns?

According to this point of view, the rich (Europe and the US) and the very big (China and India) should do the exploring part. Turkey can join the club when the new model has been established and Turkey can afford to change paradigms. Secondly, in the present dominant liberal economic outlook, it should not be the government that takes the lead in this transformation but the private sector. That is one of the reasons why the Justice and Development Party (AKP) is so reluctant to introduce incentives, which have been crucial in countries like Germany and Spain, for companies to invest in renewable energies, especially solar: guaranteed prices, VAT reductions and tax credits.

The only way out is for the government to give up on its policy of denying and delaying. Climate change is not something that will only come to Turkey in 50 years. It is already there and it is not going to disappear. Standing at the crossroads, Turkey is well advised to step up its efforts and develop its own sustainable model of development, based on a full understanding of global trends that have long been recognized by others.

*Due to technical difficulties, we were unable to print Joost Lagendijk's column on Wednesday, as we regularly do. We apologize for any inconvenience this might have caused to our columnist and our readers.
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