About FADA

FADA is a network set up by volunteers concerned about the twin hazards of climate change and peak oil, the fact that while the waste we produce endangers the continued existence of life on earth as we know it, we are also facing the problem of running short of our most important source of convenient energy. The work of the group is based on the belief that it is possible to find local solutions to global problems. One important aspect of this is localising the economy.

FADA was formed in the wake of an Energy Forum organised in April 2006 by the Newbridge Integral Philosophy Group. At the forum the emphasis was on peak oil, the fact that oil finds and oil production have reached their peak and from now on will be on the decline, making it necessary to come up with new strategies for travel, transport, home heating and the use of oil as a raw material for the manufacture of plastics and other materials. The objective of FADA is to help create and maintain a vibrant, diverse and sustainable community by fostering ingenuity through local projects and positive action.

As a start, FADA Newbridge has been set up as a pilot branch to work towards the group’s objectives in the local area. It is envisaged that similar groups will be set up in other parts of Co Kildare and will be able to utilise the experience gained from FADA Newbridge. 

The most important event so far was the Energy Fair held in St Conleth’s Vocational School, Newbridge on Sunday 22 October. The event focused on increasing oil prices and practical solutions for householders and businesses to reduce their electricity and fuel bills.

The speakers were Duncan Stewart, architect and TV producer/presenter;Jim Power, economist;Declan Meally, Sustainable Energy Ireland;Siobhan Higgs, Association for the Study of Peak Oil and Gas, Ireland andMichael Layden, energy consultant.

On 14 December a group of volunteers from Mountmellick gave a stimulating and enlightening talk on household waste management.

We hope to have a weekly column in this paper, keeping readers informed about global issues and local initiatives. More about FADA Newbridge: Mission Statement, Strategic Plan, upcoming events and more can be found on our website, www.kildare.ie/FADA. You are of course welcome to just come and attend one of our twice-monthly meetings. The take place in the Parish Centre, Charlotte Street, Newbridge, on the first and third Monday of the month. For information about the group you can also call Padraig at 087 741 6473.

The heat comes on while the lights go out

Almost daily we hear in the news about climate change and global warming. If we keep burning fossil fuels and consuming natural resources and energy as we currently do, the world will have changed dramatically by the time our grandchildren see it. We hear that an ever growing number of plant and animal species are becoming extinct, that sea levels are rising, that ice caps are melting. 

While the disposal of mountains of waste and megatons of greenhouse gases cause huge environmental problems, the flip-side of the coin is a decreasing supply of one of our most valuable resources: oil.

Early warning signs came in the seventies in the wake of the first oil crisis. Perhaps for the first time we were made aware that global oil reserves would not last forever. But how did we react? As prices came down again, consumption went up. In the last three decades we used more oil than in the previous 120 years.

It is obvious that we all need to do something, but the good news is it doesn’t have to be extreme. Quality of life does not necessarily go up with greater consumption of goods and energy. Ireland has about the same quality of life as the United States – measured in polls and along parameters like literacy and health – but it uses less than half the resources per person. Other countries consume far less and yet score high. 

Cutting back on energy consumption is a win-win-win situation. It stretches out our limited resources, it saves the environment - and it saves us money. Waste less, use less, spend less –and get more. Switch off that light bulb in the empty room, take the neighbour’s child when doing the school run, turn down the thermostat by a degree, roll out another layer of insulation in the attic. These are obvious things we can do. Less obvious is the issue of local versus global food. Where do the vegetables in our supermarkets come from? How many hundreds – even thousands – of miles did they have to travel to get on our local shelf? At what cost to the environment? And who will pay the ultimate price?

These and related questions should concern us all. For that reason a group of men and women from Newbridge and surrounding areas have set up FADA, a local organisation that aims at keeping the public informed about burning environmental issues and what we as individuals can do to prevent the worst outcome.

We are convinced that there are viable local solutions to global problems.

The dream and the reality.

The books felt almost electric, with their thrilling descriptions of the world of tomorrow. Growing up in the 1970s and 80s and reading the popular science of the decades before, I absorbed with a child’s gravity their domed cities, mile-high skyscrapers and moon bases, preparing myself for the world I would walk through as a grownup, in the faraway twenty-first century. 

Some of these books were pulp entertainment, of course, but serious non-fiction books and magazines of the time reflected the same sanguine vision. Star Trek and 2001: A Space Odyssey make easy spoof targets today, but their faith in humanity still inspires, in contrast to the last three decades of Alien  and Resident Evil-style futures. The authors – Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov and others – approached the future with the can-do spirit of their wartime generation, and simply extended the trajectory of their lives into their dreams.

What twentieth-century futurists did not imagine was that they were standing inside a brief window of cheap energy, perhaps a one-shot deal for our species. They did not consider that people might prefer, or have to accept, smaller, simpler, older and less. They never imagined that as we entered the real twenty-first century, so many people would regard the future with fear and apprehension.

There is a growing awareness of a possible catastrophe. Pollution is heating up the world’s climate, and will turn vast sections of the world into desert in our lifetimes, while rising ocean levels will flood large coastal areas, including many cities. The world’s living systems are breaking down, and as many as half the world’s species may become extinct in the next few decades. The skyrocketing demand for oil will soon cross the diminishing supply, erasing forever the cheap-energy basis for our society. 

Turning the situation around is the biggest challenge humans have ever faced. It is now in our hands to prevent the situation from spiralling out of control.

Gradual change or quantum leaps?

In 2003, a group of scientists from the University of Uppsala in Sweden presented a controversial analysis: oil and gas, they said, will run out too quickly for us to reach the danger zones of climate scientists. They were of course working on the assumption that climate change would proceed smoothly and gradually.
Jeremy Leggett, the geologist who quit the oil industry in the 1990s to work for Greenpeace UK, strongly disagrees. In his 2005 book Half Gone, Leggett emphasised the recently discovered climate “tipping points” that could wreak havoc if the world heats up any more, touching off other tipping points in a vicious cycle and sending the planet way into the red zone. 

Tipping points would include areas of the world where massive oceans of carbon have been naturally sequestered, i.e. trapped below the water at the bottom of deep lakes. Higher water temperature would cause the CO2 to bubble up and escape into the atmosphere. 

John Schellnhuber of the UK’s Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, for example, has cautioned that rising temperatures could cause methane contained under the frozen bogs of Siberia and other subarctic regions to rise up. Methane is a far more dangerous greenhouse gas than CO2. The rising temperatures could also slow the healing of the ozone hole, just when it was thought humanity had scored a plus point. 

Hotter summers would see more frequent forest fires, resulting in massive carbon dioxide release. And though forest fires in Australia or Mediterranean Europe are frightening, major forest fires in the Amazon Basin would have unimaginable consequences.  

Greenland could start to melt, and all that melt-water could disrupt the Gulf Stream that keeps western European weather mild. The change or disruption of an ocean current would happen suddenly, without prior warning. While the world heats up, the climate of Ireland and Britain would become more like that of Labrador or Novosibirsk, which are on our latitude.

Peak Oil

Even if we are at the peak and the oil is only “half gone”, it does not mean we have another century of oil supply ahead of us. Demand for oil has grown exponentially in recent decades. Half of all oil used so far, about a quarter of the total on the Earth, has been used since 1976. In those 30 years we have burned as much oil as the world did since the 1850s, when the first oil wells were drilled. If the world kept consuming oil at the present rate, we would have another sixty years. But the economies of western countries still depend on continued growth , meaning a need for more energy. Combined with the increasing demands of developing countries, particularly India and China, the reserves would be used up much faster. And sooner rather than later African and Latin American countries will be claiming their share too.

Long before oil runs out, it will become more and more expensive. Extraction of oil in less accessible locations and the bargaining power of oil producers will see to that. The effect this will have on any of our western economies will be very serious, to say the least. High fuel prices will mean less mobility, which apart from everything else will make it harder to react swiftly to disaster areas like tsunamis, forest fires or land slides. While tsunamis will happen regardless, fires and landslides will become more frequent as the world heats up and as heavy downpours of rain become a common occurrence, not only in tropical countries. 

Some experts have advocated that vast existing coal reserves would be the answer to peak oil. But in regard to CO2 emission, the burning of coal would have disastrous  effects. Coal would produce much more CO2 than oil for every unit of energy released. Coal is really just carbon that burns into carbon dioxide (plus some impurities that remain as ash).  Oil and all its derivatives are hydrocarbons, consisting of carbon and hydrogen. While the carbon combines with oxygen to make the dreaded carbon dioxide, at least the hydrogen burns to become harmless water. 

One tonne of coal, depending on its purity, can produce 3.5 tonnes of carbon dioxide, so switching to coal would be a leap from the oil of the frying pan into a real coal fire.

The FADA Lenten Campaign

People have in the past given up indulgences for Lent, are still doing so, for the benefit of their spiritual wellbeing. Can we ask you now to do something this year which, hopefully, will help the environment while doing no harm at all to your immortal soul?

FADA, the Newbridge-based environmental group, is very conscious of the dangers of climate change, largely due to our excessive energy consumption, and is determined to do something about it. Following the success of the RTE initiative when Derek Mooney asked his listeners to switch off unnecessary lights and appliances  for the duration of his show, we are asking you to do something similar during Lent. In fact we are asking you to do two things.

Firstly we ask you to turn off any lights that you don’t need. Also to switch off your TV set, your computer or printer when they are not in use, not to leave them on standby. When away from the computer for a short time, at least turn off the monitor. Don’t forget the power switch of your shower and any extension leads that have a little red light burning when plugged in. The chargers of your mobile phone and of your electric toothbrush also use up power when plugged in, even when not charging any batteries. We are not asking you to give up something that is necessary, important or dear to you and that you will soon revert to. (To be honest, we are really hoping that you might acquire a new habit that you will carry on into the future!) If you enjoy putting the kettle on in the afternoon, by all means keep doing it (but don’t fill it to the top when you are only making one or two cups!).

The other agenda we have and which we are asking you to support is to buy local produce when shopping for groceries. Have you ever heard of food miles? It is the mileage the food in your basket has to travel before it arrives on you supermarket shelf. Much produce comes from Asia, South Africa or other distant parts of the world. It takes advantage of cheap jet fuel to travel large distances at little cost to the business but at enormous cost to the environment. So please: whenever you have a choice, buy local. This may mean Kildare before Leinster, Irish before British, British before European, European before South American. 

Let’s all pull together to make this a success. Perhaps we can show that what we can make a difference. 

We hope to be able to monitor the results of this campaign. Whatever the outcome, we’ll let you know.

