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AM: I’m joined now by Alok Sharma, who’s in charge of that all-

important conference in Glasgow in November. Before we talk 

about climate change - we’ll spent most of the interview talking 

about that - you may have heard Richard Radcliffe talking about 

Nazanine and calling on the government to use the Magnitsky 

sanctions on individuals to move things forward, because it has 

now been almost 2,000 days, this case. What’s your message to 

him? 

AS: My message is that of course my heart goes out to him and 

his family, what they’ve been through. And I know that the new 

Foreign Secretary will want to meet him as well and discuss what 

we can do to support him. Ultimately of course we want to see 

Nazanine back safe with her family here in the UK, and the UK 

government is obviously working on this issue. 

 

AM: On the eye-watering increase in gas prices, should people 

now be bracing themselves for the possibility of shortages of 

frozen goods and other products? 

AS: Well, Andrew, I mean, people of course will be very concerned 

about what they’re reading in the papers, what they’re hearing on 

the news. People know the Business Secretary has been having 

very detailed discussions over the weekend and will continue 

those on Monday, with the sector. And I think the clear message 

that has come out so far is that people shouldn’t be concerned 

about the risk to supply. In fact, a significant part of our gas 

supplies comes domestically. The imported gas primarily comes 

from countries like Norway. So we are securing that. But of 

course, when it comes to prices there’ll be concern as well. But we 
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have the energy price gap, we have the warm house discount to 

protect people at this particular time.  

 

AM: If gas prices carry on rising, and it is an extraordinarily fast 

and big rise that we’re seeing, would you remove the green 

energy cap? 

AS: Well, I think this is - let’s see where we are. I know that the 

Business Secretary’s going to have very detailed discussions. But 

we’re not being complacent about this at all. But I think the clear 

message that I want to give to people is that we do not see risks 

to supplies right now and prices are being protected. 

 

AM: So it’s under discussion, we can say that. Okay, let’ turn to 

the climate crisis, as many people call it. The object of this 

conference is to keep global warming below 1.5 per cent degrees 

above pre-industrial levels. Just for people watching, what would 

that mean? What would 1.5 degrees above the pre-industrial 

temperature of the planet mean for the planet? 

AS: Well, Andrew, we’re already at 1.2 degrees above pre-

industrial levels and we are seeing across the world what the 

impact of that is. We’ve seen just in the last two weeks, you 

know, terrible flooding in China, in central Europe, wildfires raging 

in north America, record temperatures in Europe. And all of that 

has a terrible impact on the lives and livelihoods around the world. 

In our own country we are seeing a propensity for flooding to 

increase, we are seeing more rain. In July in London in one 24-

hour period we had one month’s worth of rain. So these climate - 

is going to get increasingly worse unless we collectively work to 

ensure that we are getting control of global temperatures.  

 

AM: According to the UN people, if we carry on with the current 

policies - before this conference - and at the rate of fulfilling these 

policies, because they’re not all promises that are being fulfilled, 

the world is looking at temperature rises of four degrees. Not 1.5 

but four degrees. Again, for people watching and wondering what 
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all this means, what would four degrees mean, not for the world 

but for Britain? 

AS: Well, for Britain we are going to see increasing sea level rises. 

Even if we had global warming stopped tomorrow, it’s built into 

the cycle. We’re going to see that. And actually if you look at the 

impact on sectors like agriculture we’re already seeing the impact 

of that in the UK in terms of yields of wheat being significantly 

lower than previous years. So all of this is going to have an 

impact. But never mind four degrees, let’s just see where we are 

right now with 1.2 degrees. You know, I have obviously done 

some travel. I was in Barbuda a few weeks ago, and this is an 

island that was hit by hurricane Irma back in 2017. They’ve 

managed to do a bit of restoration, but when you go round there 

it still looks like this hurricane came in literally weeks ago. And 

what I’m told by the people I met is that these hurricanes, these 

climate events are going to get more ferocious and more frequent. 

And so their message to the world is very clear: the biggest 

emitters must act.  

 

AM: Is the government looking ahead at possibly moving people 

inland from some of the most vulnerable parts of the coast? 

Thinking of the big changes that may need to be made …. 

AS: Well, the government’s obviously investing in flood defences. 

But of course my role is to work and get consensus around the 

world so that we can limit temperature rises. I mean, let me give 

you another example. I mean, look at Madagascar, for instance. 

They’ve not had rain for four years. It is the first time we have 

seen a climate-induced drought and famine anywhere in the 

world. And these are the sort of events that are going to become 

more frequent if we don’t get this under control. 

 

AM: Let me bring this back home a little bit. To stop all of that 

happening you’ve said that - you’ve promised that the UK will 

reach net zero by 2050, and I want to look at what that would 



4 
ALOK SHARMA 

mean. So for instance, 15 per cent of our emissions come from 

domestic homes. Will that have to end? 

AS: Well, we’re going to be setting out a net zero strategy before 

COP26 that will address what we need to across a whole range of 

sectors. But what I’d say to you is that the UK actually has been 

making progress. So on the 30-year view we have managed to cut 

emissions by over 40 per cent, and yet managed to grow our 

economy by almost 80 per cent.  

 

AM: But if we don’t decarbonise our own homes, then you’ll have 

real problems at COP for anyone else listening to us. In other 

words we have to set an example, which is why I’m sticking on 

this. So I think something like 24 and a half million homes in 

Britain have gas burners, do you need to get rid of all those gas 

burners and put in heat pumps instead? 

AS: Well, obviously as people look to replace their boilers there’ll 

be alternatives available to them. This isn’t about forcing anyone 

to do anything, Andrew, this is about providing incentives in the 

same way that we’re providing incentives for people to take on 

electric vehicles. And the cost of these technologies is coming 

down significantly, so you’ve got companies like Octopus energy 

which are talking about halving the cost of heat pumps. So we will 

see this. We’ve seen this with every technology. I mean, look at 

solar. 

AM: If you’re saying that we’re not going to get rid of all of those 

gas boilers and we’re not going to put in the insulation, that’s why 

protesters get so angry, and I put it to you that the reason that 

you can’t give me answers on this is that it’s simply eye-wateringly 

expensive. To remove a gas boiler and put in a heat pump costs 

around £10,000 per house. Given that the average household 

income is about  £30,000 a house, that is an eye-watering 

amount. 

AS: Well, Andrew, as I said, you’ve got manufacturers like 

Octopus Energy who are talking about halving the cost from 

10,000 to 5,000. And you’ve seen this with economies of scale, 
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when you have scaling up prices do come down. I’m confident 

that will happen, but actually there are two aspects to this. One of 

course is ensuring that we are supporting people as they make 

this transition. The other is the whole agenda of levelling up. So 

this is an opportunity for us to create the sunrise industries of the 

future, and you’re seeing investment already going in in terms of 

offshore wind, you’re seeing it going in terms of batteries for 

electric vehicle manufacturing. All of that is the .. 

AM: For now I’m thinking about the budgets of voters and people 

watching this programme. I’m not asking for the detailed policy, 

but do you have an answer if I ask you who is going to pay for 

decarbonising British homes, getting rid of old boilers and putting 

in the new systems? Is it going to be the people living in those 

houses or is it going to be the taxpayer? Because there can’t be 

any other source of the money. 

AS: So the Treasury of course is doing a review and will set that 

out in due course and you’ll be able to see. But I go back to this 

point, Andrew, which is the cost of these technologies is coming 

down significantly. I was making the point that the cost of solar 

has come down by almost 90 per cent on a ten-year period. And 

the cost of offshore wind come down significantly. It’s why we 

have managed to build the biggest offshore wind sector in the 

world.  

 

AM: I’m just working on the numbers that I’ve got from the 

Climate Change Committee advising the government. And the 

latest figures that they’ve got and they calculate that to 

decarbonise British housing would cost something like £12 billion 

every year until 2050. And put that in context, that’s the same tax 

rise as was announced last week for health and social care. It’s a 

huge tax rise. And I just wonder, behind these grand, grand 

headlines and the promises - it’s very easy to make promises, very 

easy to have headlines about we’re going to do this, going to do 

that, there are some really hard decisions which are going to 

affect your voters which you’re not coming clean about yet. 
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AS: Well, no, as I said, the Treasury will set all of this out. But 

going back to this point about the Committee on Climate Change , 

back in 2015 they said the cost of going to net zero was around 

two per cent of the UK economy, UK GDP. The latest report said 

between one to two per cent. And a big part of the reason that 

they have dropped the cost of the transition is because of the 

faster drop in renewable energy prices and technologies. And 

that’s what we’re going to see as we scale our use, produce heat 

pumps, do more in terms of offshore wind - 

AM: … to pay for this. I said 15 per cent is coming from homes, 

eight per cent or thereabouts, as you know, comes from aviation. 

And yet the emissions from aviation are going up not down. What 

are you going to do about that? 

AS: So you will know that there’s a lot of work going on in terms 

of the development of sustainable fuels which we’re supporting. 

The development of technologies so that we can have emissions-

free flight. All of that is going on. But what I want to be very clear 

about is that we’re not talking about forcing people to do things, 

this is about encouraging them to move forward. And I’ve said 

that of course we also need to ensure the right incentives.  

 

AM: Are there no hard choices here at all? Is it not the case, as 

your advisers have said, that people are going to have to think 

about flying less, for instance? You can’t just rely on technology, 

there will be hard choices ahead. 

AS: Well, technology, I think, is going to play a really big part in 

this and the Committee on Climate Change has acknowledged 

that. But - 

AM: Hard choices? 

AS: Well, of course there are choices to be made. But the point 

I’m making here is that, you know, we talk about cost; the costs 

are coming down. But we also need to look at the upside. So you 

know, at the end of the last round when we set out this plan for 

pre-industrial revolution….  We’re delivering on this. (talking 

together) No, no, no. No, I want to - yes, I’m exactly going to give 



7 
ALOK SHARMA 

you the detail. So there have been announcements in terms of 

offshore wind pumps in Teesside and Humberside we’ve got plans 

set out for companies to manufacture electric batteries in 

Northumberland. But the way… 

AM: Let’s turn to the bigger picture in that case. Let’s look at this 

graph which perhaps suggests why quite a lot of British voters 

might be sceptical about decarbonising.  

There are greenhouse gas emissions percentage by country and 

the magenta line, right at the top there, China, 27%. China is 

emitting more greenhouse gas emissions than all the rest of those 

other countries put together.   If China doesn’t stop building coal 

fired power stations, none of this means anything. Don’t you have 

to get a really dramatic new deal from the Chinese at this 

conference if this agenda is going to be successful? 

AS: Well, I mean the figures speak for themselves. China is  the 

biggest emitter and they’re  going to be key to this. I was in China 

a few weeks ago and I had constructive discussions but very frank 

discussions and I made the point that we’ve had President Xi 

Jinping set out commitments to cut emissions, set out 

commitments to phase down the use of coal, review use of coal. 

And I made it very clear to them what we want to see are the 

detailed plans and they have also made a commitment, Andrew, 

that they will cut emissions and that they will set out ambitious 

plans to cut emissions before COP. And the one thing they were 

very clear to me in all the meetings I had, is that they do want to 

see COP 26 to be a successful and so the ball is in our court. We 

want to see them come forward with these commitments. 

 

AM: You now however have a big diplomatic problem on your 

hands, because after this submarine deal with Australia and the 

United States, which may or may not be the right deal, I’m not 

talking about that, the Chinese are quite clearly infuriated. Was 

this really a clever time to do that deal right ahead of COP where 

we badly need them there? Do you know whether Xi Jinping 

himself is going to come to Glasgow at all? 
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AS: Well son the issue of whether President Xi Jinping is going to 

come that’s not yet been confirmed. Normally these things come a 

bit closer to summits, but  

AM: Do you want him to come? 

AS: Well of course we  do, and I’m very hopeful that we will also 

have a delegation from China that’s coming. I mean President Xi 

Jingping would come for the World Leaders Conference which is 

the first two days of COP, but of course we want China there as 

part of the negotiations and I do feel that they will come for that. 

 

AM: Despite their irritation over this new defence arrangement 

your understanding is that they’re still intending to come? 

AS: Well, I certainly expect that China will send a negotiating team 

to Glasgow. And I go back to  this point. 

AM: But if they don’t it’s all pointless isn’t it? 

AS: Andrew, I go back to this point which is that I’ve been now 

doing this for over a year. I’ve spoken directly to world leaders, to 

ministers in over a hundred governments. I’ve been as I said to 

China recently to Russia and elsewhere and the one message that 

I get is that countries understand that climate is great leveller. It 

does not respect borders and they can see in their own countries 

what is going on in terms of climate change and that’s why they 

all want us to work together and come up with a consensus. I 

mean it’s not going to be easy. I just want to be clear. It’s not 

going to be easy. This is a tough, tough ask. 

 

AM: And Britain is in a leadership role. If Xi Jinping does come and 

you say to him what about all these coal fired power stations 

you’re building, he might say to you what about your coal fired 

mine in Cumbria that you’re opening and he might say what about 

this new offshore oil installation that Britain is going for. Do we 

not have to give those things up if we’re going to show a proper 

leadership role and not be accused of hypocrisy? 
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AS: Well the UK has shown a leadership role in terms of clean 

energy transition. 40% of our electricity, Andrew, was coming 

from coal back only in 2012. 

 

AM: What about the Cumbrian coal mine? 

AS: Well I will come onto that, but this is an important point about 

coal. We’re now less than 2% of our electricity coming from coal 

and coal will be consigned to history when it comes to electricity 

mix in 2024 in the UK. The  issue on the coal mine, as you know t 

here is a public inquiry which is running right now, so I don’t want 

to comment on precisely where that will go, that outcome will 

come forward. But my message has been very clear to every 

country. We must work to consign coal power to history.  

 

AM: A lot of climate protesters are planning to seriously disrupt 

what’s going on in Glasgow. They’re going to block roads, they’re 

going to block railway stations and so forth and they’re pretty 

determined because they feel  underneath that you’re not doing 

nearly enough nearly fast enough. What’s your message to people 

going to Glasgow to protest like that? 

AS: Well I think the first thing to say that from a UK point of view 

the NGO called Climate Action Trackers just literally this month set 

out a league table of which countries are doing well when it comes 

to commitments and actions and the UK is very much leading the 

pack when it comes to developed countries. In  terms of people 

coming to Glasgow, look of course, look I think it’s right that 

people have the right to protest, but they should do that in a 

lawful way, in a way that doesn’t disrupt other people’s lives. 

Ultimately if they want a message to go forward what they want 

to make sure they do this in the right way. 

 

AM: Staying on the theme of people coming to Glasgow or not 

Great Thunberg famously said that she wanted to be there if it 

was safe enough and she wasn’t sure. Given what’s going on with 

Covid rates and going on in Scottish hospitals at the moment, the 
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army being called in to help and so on, are you  confident that 

Coronavirus is not going to disrupt the conference?  

AS: I’m confident that we’re going to have a physical COP  26. 

We’re planning for that, but for me what’s vitally important is the 

people who are coming are safe, but also the people of Glasgow 

are safe, so there are a whole set of measures that we’re putting 

in place in terms of daily testing regimes, in terms of social 

distancing, in terms of wearing of face masks in the venue. And of 

course what  we’ve also done is made the offer to a credited 

delegate who wouldn’t be able to get vaccinated in their own 

country to get vaccinations and we’re rolling that out now. So I’m 

confident that we will have a safe event and we’re working very 

closely and actually very collaboratively with the Scottish 

authorities, the health authorities there and of course the NHS. 

 

AM: Just going back to the gas issue that we started earlier on 

talking about should people be worried about these rising gas 

prices now because you look at the numbers and they are pretty 

scary. 

AS: Well as I said, we do not expect there’s going to be a 

disruption of supply and we have the energy price cap, the Warm 

House Discount and other measures in place to support those, 

particularly those on low incomes. But I’m not complacent about 

this. The energy secretary, the business secretary is working very 

hard on this issue, but it does make the point, Andrew, that 

actually what we need to be doing is even more in terms of 

renewable in our country. We’ve quadrupled the amount of 

renewable  since 2010, we’re doing to do it again, quadruple it 

again by 2030. That’s how we ensure that you have a clean 

energy mix and you have security of supply in our country. 

 

Ends  

 


