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Abstract

After four years of preparations, in the summer of 1981 Nairobi hosted the United Nations Conference on New and Renewable
Sources of Energy. A diplomatic exercise bringing together more than one-hundred governments from North and South and East
and West, the conference did not produce either startling or binding decisions. However, the characteristics of the meeting were
also such that the conference’s final Programme of Action can be seen as a sort of summa of official thinking about energy at
the beginning of the 1980s. After briefly presenting the making and the outcomes of the Nairobi conference, the article focuses
on both the novelty and the limitations of the language of “energy transition” that was adopted on the occasion.

Introduction

1 Scholars have long dealt with the changes in the thinking about energy after the “oil shocks” of the 1970s.! This essay
contributes to the literature by focusing on the United Nations Conference on New and Renewable Sources of Energy that was
held in Nairohi in the summer of 1981. Usually the object of a short reference in the histories of renewable energies, the Nairobi
conference is seldom mentioned in more general works on the UN or energy history. Such lack of attention is in many ways
understandable: a diplomatic exercise bringing together more than one-hundred governments (not to mention the dozens of
international organizations and UN agencies which took part in the works), the conference did not produce either startling or
binding decisions. As is shown below, as far as the promotion of “new and renewable” sources of energy was concerned, to
many observers the conference outcomes proved even below their already low expectations. Nevertheless, the Nairobi
conference has at least two main reasons of interest. On the one hand, it was virtually the only attempt to tackle “energy” at the
level of the entire “international community” — North and South, East and West - in the context of the deep changes produced
in the international political economy by the hikes in oil prices of 1973 and 1979-1980. While its formal agenda included only
the “new and renewable” sources of energy (a quite ambiguous terminology, by the way, as | will discuss below), de facto
Nairobi was the only truly global forum at which governments debated the energy past, present and future of the planet in the
wake of the “oil shocks”. The making and outcomes of the conference are discussed in sections one and two below, on the
basis of UN official documents, newspaper commentaries, and secondary literature.
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On the other hand, it is precisely from its global nature that derives the second reason of interest of the Nairobi conference: the
conference’s resulting “Programme of Action”, adopted by consensus, can be seen as a sort of summa of the official energy
thinking of the time, a minimum common denominator of what was acceptable to all parties involved. Thus, a critical analysis
of its language allows us to grasp how the world’s energy situation was conceptualized in global official public discourse at the
beginning of the 1980s. The third section of the article highlights how the Programme (and the conference works more broadly)
reflected the change in the language about energy that had occurred during the 1970s, one for which the world’s condition
needed to be understood in terms of an “energy transition”.2 The adoption of such language in Nairobi provided a kind of stamp
of global officialdom to the greater awareness of the historical contingencies governing energy which characterized the
post-1973 years. But, as | will discuss in sections four and five, this also came with a set of ambiguities and contradictions that
made the phrase “energy transition” little more than a buzzword good for any use. The sixth section concludes.

The Nairobi conference and its origins

Between 10 and 21 August 1981, the Kenyatta International Convention Centre in Nairobi hosted more than 4000 delegates
from 125 countries and dozens of international organizations for the United Nations Conference on New and Renewable
Sources of Energy.3 This was not the first UN conference entirely dedicated to energy (as sometimes mistakenly reported), but
both the number of participants and the level of the delegations put it on a wholly different plane from its predecessor, held in
Rome exactly twenty years earlier.# The UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim opened the conference with an inspired speech,
followed by a similar performance by Kenya's strongman Daniel arap Moi.% Four foreign heads of state and government,
including India’s Indira Gandhi and Canada's Pierre Trudeau, addressed the delegates, while other heavy-weights of world
politics, including US President Ronald Reagan, China's Premier Zhao Ziyang and Mexican President José Lopez Portillo, sent
well-wishing messages.5 Many national delegations were headed by ministers. Outside the conference center, local social
movements — such as Wangari Maathai's Green Belt Movement - as well as representatives from international social
movements and NGOs staged street demonstrations and held a parallel forum aimed at exerting pressure on the delegates for
the adoption of clear objectives and financing schemes concerning both the promotion of “new renewables”, such as solar and
wind power, and the safeguarding of “old renewables”, such as the forests which had come increasingly under threat in the
context of the less affordable prices of petroleum products.”

“Energy” had quickly climbed up the international agenda in the aftermath of OPEC's 1973 quadrupling of oil prices.® With oil
then supplying roughly 50% of the world’s total commercial energy, OPEC governments presented their organization as the
developing countries’ spearhead to redress the world’s economy in their favor.? Their success was on display the following year,
when a cohesive common front of Third World governments - oil importers and exporters alike — obtained the adoption by the
UN General Assembly of two resolutions promoting the establishment of a New International Economic Order (NIE0).10 As far
as the capitalist “West" was concerned, in the same year 1974 a group of seventeen countries led by the United States founded
the International Energy Agency (officially to promote mutual cooperation in the field, and possibly to serve as a counterweight
1o OPEC's power).! Starting in 1975, sections on “energy” of various length also featured regularly in the final communiques of
the yearly summits of the seven most industrialized capitalist countries (the so-called G7, itself a product of the "energy crisis”
to an extent).12 But the hike in oil prices also had reverberations in the “East”, where energy-related trade was both a useful
instrument in the Soviet “charm offensive” with Western Europe, and a reason of growing mutual bitter recriminations within the
Eastern bloc.13 In the latter half of the 1970s, against the backdrop of growing oil-imports-related indebtedness for many a
Third World country, “energy” remained a major topic at the Conference on International Economic Cooperation (CIEC), which
ran in Paris from 1975 to 1977 and supposedly incarnated a “North-South dialogue” between the (western) industrialized and
the developing countries: to be sure, in the context of what proved to be a “dialogue of the deaf” on the general rules of the
international economy, no agreement was found on substantial issues such as the principles on which to base oil pricing, the
maintenance of OPEC's purchasing power, and financial assistance to oil-importing developing countries.!4 Nevertheless, CIEC
participants were able to agree on the importance of energy availability and of cooperation in the energy field, with particular
concern for the diversification of energy resources in the developing countries.15



Thus, at its 1978 session, the UN's General Assembly passed Resolution 33/148 “to convene an international conference on
new and renewable sources of energy under the auspices of the United Nations in 1981”.16 The designation of Nairobi as the
conference venue came at the following session of the General Assembly, together with the indication that ECOSOC's
Committee on Natural Resources should act as the conference’s preparatory committee.!” In the same year, the Tunisian
diplomat Mohamed Habib Gherab was chosen as the conference’s secretary-general, a position in which he served until early
1981, when he was replaced by Uruguayan diplomat Enrigue Iglesias.'®

According to several commentators, the emphasis on “new and renewable sources” had been motivated by the desire to
relaunch international dialogue and avoid the serious political confrontation that could be expected to occur over oil and oil
prices.’? In fact, it was precisely a new redoubling of oil prices in 1979-80 that lent the conference a greater political character,
at a time when Mexico's President Portillo made bold proposals for a “World energy plan”, the G7 promised to “break the
existing link between economic growth and consumption of oil”, and the Carter administration proclaimed that the Persian Gulf
was a “vital interest” of the United States of America.20 Not surprisingly, the conference was thus “welcomed” by the Non-
Aligned Movement at its 1979 Havana summit, and looked at with hope in the well publicized report of the semi-official
Independent Commission on International Development Issues chaired by the former German chancellor, Willy Brandt.2! But by
1981 the wind had also started to blow in a direction averse to gatherings like the one which was to take place in Nairobi: years
of little progress over North-South issues had led to generalized weariness toward large UN conferences, US-Soviet relations
had turned bitter again, and the coming to power of the new Reagan administration in the US promised to bring an even more
radical wave of skepticism on the whole notion that “economic issues” should be settled in diplomatic forums.22

Results and assessments

As had occurred with similar conferences convened by the United Nations in the previous decade, the ten days of negotiations
ended with the adoption by consensus of a “Programme of Action”, which was devoted to “the Development and Utilization of
New and Renewable Sources of Energy”.2% Later in the same year, the UN General Assembly adopted the Programme, again by
consensus, with a resolution that “not[ed] with satisfaction the agreement reached on some issues”, “express(ed] deep concern
that no final decisions were taken on some other important questions”, and urged in any case all governments “to take effective

action” for its implementation.24

The Nairobi Programme was a 43-page document, divided in three main parts. The first part presented the intellectual and
international political framework in which the conference had taken place and attempted - without much success, as | will
discuss below - to frame a common language in which disparate national and regional priorities could be understood as part of
a shared effort of the whole international community.2% The second part listed the actual “measures for concerted action”: for
each of the fourteen sources of energy eligible as “new and renewable”, the measures consisted in assessment and planning,
research and development, and eventually technological transfer and adaptation, to be undertaken “at the national, subregional,
regional and international levels”.26 The third part dealt with the identification of the areas of priority action and with the
institutional arrangements for the implementation and monitoring of the program.2’

This last part was the one that attracted most of the commentaries after the conference. As most commentators noted, despite
the demands by Third World countries, no new international body was created to promote energy cooperation and financing, nor
was there any financial target to meet by the member states in support of “new and renewable” energies. The New York Times
wrote that the conference had ended “with a hillion-dollar plan to end dependence on fossil fuels but no money to carry it out”
and reported the comment of a delegate from an unspecified Third World country who allegedly dubbed the Programme “the
Nairobi plan of inaction”.28 The Boston-based Christian Science Monitor confirmed that

the agreement was hardly welcome to the third-world countries and their friends [who] had hoped for the setting up of a
thoroughgoing UN energy secretariat and a financial energy institution (preferably linked to the World Bank) that would
be able to channel large funds to poor nations for the development of suitable renewable energy sources.29

During the conference, some national delegations had made public announcements concerning their will to increase their
international energy aid,30 but the final document only stated that “investments in new and renewable sources of energy will
account for a substantial and growing proportion of [energy] investment needs” (the latter were estimated to be “in the order of
$54 billion” for the developing countries only).31 In regard to the “measures for concerted action”, the Programme indicated, in
what was reportedly a last-minute deal, that “there should be an intergovernmental body in the United Nations specifically
concerned with new and renewable sources of energy and entrusted with guiding and monitoring the implementation” of the
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recommendations included in the Programme itself, but left it to future arrangements to define its nature.32 The conservative
Times of London wrote of a “dawn stint” with “compromises” and the left leaning French Le Monde reported the comment of an
unspecified “European diplomat” according to whom *“the result was not glorious, but allowed everybody to save their
face”.33 But the Jamaican Kingston Gleaner, which had followed the conference works with a keen interest in the performance
of Prime minister Edward Seaga, wrote that it was not clear how “this plan of action [..] is to be implemented”, and San Paulo’s
Folha was even more direct in writing of the “total collapse” of the UN conference.34

The press was also quick to recognize in the final outcome the visible hand of the US delegation, particularly averse to
international bodies and public programs after the inauguration of the Reagan administration earlier in the year. The Soviet
Pravda represented the US government as intent in putting “opjat’ palki v kolesa" of the conference (literally “again the sticks in
the wheels”).>> While not particularly surprising, given the bad state of US-Soviet relations at the time, such assessment was
also somewhat hypocritical, since the delegations from the Eastern bloc had actually been in basic agreement with the US one,
if with a lower profile.36 But even the conservative Italian La Stampa wrote of Reagan’s “velo”.37 On its part, the US delegation
did little to conceal its satisfaction for the eventual minimalist arrangements: James Stromeyer, the US chief negotiator, was
actually the only delegate claiming to be “very, very thrilled” at the outcomes.38 As a confidential briefing paper for President
Reagan spelled out some weeks after the conference:

the success of UN conferences should not be measured in terms of new funds created. [..] The Principal value of the
[Nairobi] Conference was in highlighting awareness of the current and potential use of [new and renewable sources of
energy] and demonstrating that certain energy issues can be fruitfully discussed in UN forums. [..] It is particularly
significant that the Program of Action [..] gives appropriate emphasis to the role of the private sector.3

In the following months, specialized magazines confirmed the basic disappointment expressed by the daily press, with the
environmentalist UK-based New Scientist concluding that the whole effort, which had consumed “over 100 billion sheets of
paper”, had been “a waste of energy”.0 For some years, invoking the Nairobi Programme remained a respected diplomatic
activity: two years after the conclusion of the conference, the New Delhi summit of the Non Aligned Movement still lamented
that “little progress” had been made on the subject?!, and the General Assembly of the United Nations passed another
resolution (38/169) demanding the “immediate implementation” of the Programme.#2 After the mid-1980s, however, the Nairobi
meeting fell into virtual oblivion for all practical purposes.*3

Back to top

Energy transition: a new phrase in town

Whatever its achievements (or lack thereof) in terms of actual cooperation in “new and renewable” sources, the Nairobi
conference is an extremely interesting event in order to understand how the question of energy was thought about in the
aftermath of the “oil shocks” of the 1970s. The result of an effort that was both more global in scope, and more specific in
focus than the contemporary meetings of the “North-South dialogue”, the conference stands out for its attempt to frame a new
language on energy, in particular by providing the stamp of officialdom to the notion that the world was engaged in an “energy
transition”. 44

In the 43 pages of the Programme, the term “transition” occurred 25 times (19 times in the phrase “energy transition”). Often -
and, as will be discussed below, not without contradictions - the “energy transition” was presented in highly prescriptive terms,
as a goal to be “ensured” through appropriate “technological, commercial, financial and monetary modalities”.#5 Indeed,
“achiev[ing] an orderly and peaceful energy transition” was presented as “the challenge and opportunity” of the time since the
very first line of the document.46 Borrowed from physics and re-signified to designate a change in the patterns of energy



production and consumption of a given population, the phrase had showed up only sporadically in English from the 1950s to the
early 1970s, mainly in publications intended to promote the civilian use of atomic energy.#7 In adopting it, Nairobi reflected and
formalized at the highest international level the widespread change in the ways of thinking about energy that characterized the
second part of the 1970s, after the 1973 “o0il shock” had acted as an eye-opener into the temporary nature - indeed the frailty -
of the previous energy order.48

The 1970s were not the first time when academics or policy planners reflected on the historically-contingent nature of the
human use of specific energy sources: from William Stanley Jevons's The Coal Question (1865) to the OEEC’s “Robinson report”
(1960), such considerations punctuated the history of the modern uses of energy.4® But rarely did they step into the limelight
outside of specialist or government circles, and even more rarely were they conceived as systematic reflections on world energy
history.50 After 1973 instead, the studies of energy in the past began to flood history journals, the field of “energy policy”
quickly became a hot topic in ordinary debates, and publications envisioning some “energy future” attracted wide readerships in
multiple languages: less radical than “energy revolution” and less technical than “energy substitution” (two expressions with
which it often came in association), in such a context “energy transition” became the key phrase to indicate both that energy
practices had often changed in the past, and that they could - or should - change again in the present and in the future.>1

The United States, the country where the phrase first gained wide circulation, was also the one where it first became part of the
political jargon: on 18 April 1977, the democrat President Jimmy Carter used it in a televised speech to the nation, during which
he told the public that “twice in the last several hundred years, there has been a transition in the way people use energy” (from
wood to coal in the 19™ century and from coal to oil in the 20™), and that “we must prepare quickly for a third change”.5? In the
same months, 1970 “Earth Day” promoter Denis Hayes set up to organize a “Sun Day” aimed at ensuring a “transition to a post-
petroleum world” based on what, in a successful book, he had called “the rays of hope”.53 By the end of the decade, several
countries saw equivalent expressions appear in national political debates.54

Three documents testify to the spreading of the term in international forums before Nairobi: José Lopéz Portillo's
aforementioned 1979 “energy plan”, where he proposed “the adoption of a world energy plan that covers all nations [...] and has
as its fundamental objective the assurance of an orderly, progressive, and just transition from one age to man'’s history to the
next”;%° the same “Brandt report” cited above, presented to the UN Secretary General in February 1980, which recommended “an
orderly transition [...] from high dependence on increasingly scarce nonrenewable energy sources”56 and finally, the General
Assembly’s Resolution 35/56 of 5 December 1980, which affirmed that “the international community will have to make
substantial and rapid progress in the transition from the present international economy based on hydrocarbons”.57

In view of the Nairobi conference, government officials from all over the world, as well as representatives from international
organizations and NGOs were thus explicitly invited to think in terms of the “awareness of the role of new and renewable
sources of energy in the energy transition of mankind” during the sessions of the Preparatory Committee.58 In that connection,
the Group of 77 submitted a proposal that the conference promote the “concerted action of the international community in
order to contribute to the process of energy transition”.59 The delegation of the Netherlands, speaking on behalf of the
European Community, similarly stressed "“the importance of energy transition, a concern common to the whole of the
international community”,0 and the US delegation submitted a proposal to rephrase the objectives of the conference so as “to
increase the quantity of energy that can be derived from new and renewable sources of energy and the pace of transition to



19

20

those technologies”.®' So widespread had become the circulation of the expression, that in Nairobi virtually all major speeches
spoke that language, while the speakers who did not use it - the Soviet delegation and the OPEC representative, for instance -
did not object to its use.52 In a sense, at the beginning of the 1980s, the “international community” formalized nothing less than
its acceptance of the historicity of the human use of energy: this was no longer to be thought of as a transcendent
phenomenon, but as a fully historical one, evolving along with needs, science, technology, and availability of resources.

Back to top

Dubious certainties

On a more critical note, Jean-Baptiste Fressoz has written that the phrase became popular in the mid-1970s to ward off the
much more depressive notion that an “energy crisis” had taken hold of the oil-importing countries.t3 Indeed, it is difficult to put
in doubt that its success owed much to the oil price shock of 1973, the evident critical consequences of which it contrasted
with the positive language of opportunity and change. But the language of “the energy transition” came also embedded with a
problematic assumption that was typical of the 1970s: coming on top of a new redoubling of oil prices in 1979-80, the Nairobi
conference did not only promote the abstract notion that social arrangements concerning energy were transient, but also the
much more specific notion that “the transition” was necessitated by the prevailing high prices of “conventional” resources.b4

This was a view that compounded in a single conclusion two distinct forecasts about the future that were popular in the 1970s:
that oil prices would remain high forever, and that their increase reflected the coming scarcity of the precious hydrocarbon. The
Programme spelled out the problem clearly in its first pages:

In view of the often wasteful and inefficient utilization of hydrocarbon resources by some countries as well as their
finite supply and depletable nature it has become clear that the previous assumption of abundant and cheap energy is
not valid any longer.65

21 Today, standard textbooks on energy history recognize that many factors contributed to the steep price increases of the 1970s

much more than their “finite supply”.6¢ But one need only to take a rapid look at the official conference report to notice that
there was a common thread running through the debate in Nairobi:

It was underlined that the world had entered a period of transition during which concentrated efforts at all levels,
national and international, would be needed to lessen the consequences of the diminishing resources of conventional
and traditional enerqy, especially of hydrocarbons, and to pave the way for effective new sources of energy. [..] The
view was widely held that the limited resources of fossil fuels constituted a problem of global dimensions and may
produce unforeseen global consequences. [...] It was recognized that, without a similar concentration of efforts at the
‘mternatio&r}al level, the shortage of energy resources might have the consequence of accentuating world economic
disorder.

22 Several of the major speeches explicitly made the same point. For instance, UN Secretary-General Waldheim opened his

inaugural speech by declaring that “until recently, supplies of energy had been taken for granted [...], the underlying assumption
being that of a cheap and inexhaustible supply of oil and gas. The reality had disproved the assumption”.68 The host, Daniel
arap Moi claimed that “a great deal had changed” since the 1961 Rome conference, when “oil had been cheap and seemingly
plentiful”.6% In what the Nairobi Daily Nation hailed as “a frontal attack to the rich nations”, Indira Gandhi charged that “as a
consequence of excessive exploitation the supplies of fossil fuel - a depleting asset - halve] become precarious”.”0 In
opening the general debate, the Director General of the UN's Committee for Development and International Cooperation claimed
that “according to various studies, a continuation of current energy consumption policies would lead to serious scarcity of oil
and to mounting uncertainties regarding assured supplies at required levels™.”1 In short, the language at the conference -
providing the rationale both for “the energy transition” and for the conference itself — was to a large extent that typical of most
of the literature of the 1970s, which interpreted the “oil shocks” mainly as a symptom of the coming exhaustion of oil (and other
hydrocarbons in perspective).’?

23 Inreality, the 1970s debate was more composite. The notion that the United States had reached its “peak oil” and that the world

was about to follow, famously advanced by geologist M. King Hubbert, was severely criticized by other specialists who noted
that the regime of low oil prices of the pre-1973 period had dramatically slowed down the pace of exploration, implying that the
latter would catch up in a high price context.’3 According to such critics, several reasons, other than exhaustion, justified using
the prevailing high prices of the time as a springboard for “the transition”: these included considerations of “energy security”
(given the uneven distribution of known oil reserves on the world map), the need to shift to “modern renewables” (solar and
wind, in particular) to counter the observed “"greenhouse effect” and “acid rains” deriving from the burning of (actually
overabundant) hydrocarbons, the premium associated with the “democratic” nature of dispersed energy sources, the doubts
about the longer term prospects of relying on finite energy sources.”# In some cases, these same motives appeared next to the
“coming exhaustion” argument, but it was nevertheless the latter that caught the spirit of the time.”5



24 In Nairobi, a note of caution on the subject came by the Soviet delegation, whose technical paper deposited with the conference
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materials included, quite ironically, a straightforward lesson in market economics: “high world oil prices create economic
conditions propitious to developing that part of the resources of ‘ordinary’ oil fields which are not extracted by conventional oil
production methods”.”6 On that basis, the Soviet paper announced that “in the USSR preparations are being made for the
industrial implementation of several methods for improving oil output”.”7 Eventually, the Programme avoided making clear
statements, such as those that Jimmy Carter had openly made in the US, about when the effects of “scarcity” would actually be
felt in terms of exhaustion.”8 In partial contradiction with the urgency communicated by the opening lines, a passage in the
Programme even took the more relaxed view that, even if with problematically high prices, “in the foreseeable future,
hydrocarbon supplies will continue to play a very important role in meeting the global energy demand"”.79 Yet, in hindsight,
having chosen a rigid conception of “transition”, which posited so strongly one and only one rationale for the effort, the Nairobi
Programme also laid the bases for its own demise after 1985, when a true “oil glut” and a price “countershock” on the world
market came to last until the beginning of the 215t century.80

One, none, and one-hundred thousand transitions

The greatest paradox of the language of “the transition” of the 1970s was that the more it was used, the less its content was
defined.81 While most of those who used it agreed that “the energy transition” would imply a lesser role for conventional oil in
the future, disagreement reigned on virtually every other aspect of the supposedly shared concept. Environmentalists would
usually indicate solar and wind energy as their preferred endpoints, but influential think tanks with widespread global reach
campaigned for coal, nuclear, or simply for “non-conventional” oil. Combinations of all the above were often to be found in
influential policy prescriptions. Careful government planning was required according to some authors, while the process would
proceed almost spontaneously according to others. The time horizons for the process to be completed varied from extremely
detailed to completely absent. As also noted by Fressoz, few publications bothered to clear whether by “transition” from one
energy source to another they implied an absolute “substitution” or simply a relative one (which could be obtained by an actual
“addition” of new sources to the existing mix, without necessarily reducing absolute consumption levels of any one
source).2? From this standpoint, Nairobi only compounded the ambiguities of the intellectual debate, by carefully avoiding to
make a clear choice for any of the divergent available conceptions of “the transition”. If anything, the globalization of a phrase
that had originally been re-signified in “western” industrialized countries led to further inconsistencies when applied to Third
World countries, for most of which hydrocarbons covered only a minor portion of national energy consumption. In short, it
seems possible to extend to the 1970s the judgment reserved to a later phase by political scientist Joseph Szarka, according to
whom “energy transition” is a particularly “problematic example of the vagueness that surrounds much of the energy lexicon”.83

The opening statement of the Programme indicated that the world was up to achieving an “energy transition from the present
international economy based primarily on hydrocarbons to one based increasingly on new and renewable sources of
energy”.24 But, on the one hand, it was impossible to find in the Programme any clear indication of what “increasingly” meant,
or of the deadlines after which the “increase” could be measured. On the other, to the extent that Nairobi did promote “new and
renewable” energies as part of a not-better-specified “more balanced energy mix”, the list of fourteen energy sources
considered at the conference came immediately into conflict with the opening statement: as noted, perhaps ironically, in a
paper prepared by the Economic Commission for Western Asia, with fuel-wood, charcoal, peat, energy from draught animals, oil-
shale and tar sands all included in the list, “clearly not all sources are new, and equally clearly, not all sources are renewable”.85

Nor did the conference ever confront - at least explicitly - the question whether there would be a true “substitution” of
hydrocarbons or a simple “addition” of other energy sources to an expanding mix. Given that “the transition” rested ostensibly
on the increasing price and growing scarcity of hydrocarbons, one would expect an emphasis on their actual substitution. In
reality, with the lonely exception of the Swedish Prime minister, Thorbjorn Félldin, who celebrated his country’s attempts “to
reduce the consumption of oil” (as opposed to vague talk of “efficiency”),2° the entire conference and preparatory works were
geared toward redoubling the “efforts designed to explore and develop conventional energy resources”.87 As far as new and
renewable energies were concerned, they could “make a significant contribution, but their role and potential in the short term
should not be overstated”.88 If there was to be a “transition”, it was obtorto collo.
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Of course, one could expect that it would be difficult to design a common “energy future” for so many countries, which not only
started from very diverse conditions but had often also identified different energy sources as strategic for their own national
energy policies. If one looks at the energy policies that were being pursued at the national level by some of the main
participants in the Nairobi meeting, it is hard to see how any specific indication could come out of the conference: the Soviet
Union aimed at completing its domestic transition from coal to oil and gas8%; France had invested heavily in nuclear energy,
Brazil had made a substantial bet on nuclear and bio-ethanol, the Scandinavian countries pushed for “green” technologies as
wind and geo-thermal power?0; Japan's “Sunshine program” included heavy investments in solar research next to those in
nuclear energy?!; China was about to pass its Sixth Five-Year Plan, keenly focused on energy conservation and mostly aimed at
the substitution of coal for 0il;%2 the Third World governments, which depended on “old renewables” for most part of their
energy needs, showed interest for the technologies of what we would call today the “new renewables”, but also consistently
used their periodic summits to affirm their right to the peaceful development of civilian nuclear energy.%3

Echoes of such different situations and choices resounded throughout the conference, and brought to light the obvious political
and power-related aspects of any official international discourse on energy: on the one hand there were countries that could
plan an “energy transition” away from hydrocarbons with relative ease; on the other end of the spectrum, in Indira Gandhi's
words, the calls for a more balanced energy mix “should not be an excuse for diverting attention from the immediate task of the
equitable sharing of conventional energy”.%4 Similarly, in conclusion of a lengthy passage in which he warned that “the
destruction of the forests and of the natural vegetative cover [...] would disrupt the cycles and balances of the biosphere”,
Daniel arap Moi formulated a proposal for “a two-tier price system which would enable the poor countries to import oil at lower
prices than those charged to industrialized ones”, synthesized by Nairobi’s Daily Nation under the title “Sell us cheap oil”.95

Finally, a position sui generis on “the transition” was the one expressed by the US delegation after the switch from Carter to
Reagan. Headed by a republican lobbyist without any experience in the field of energy, Reagan’s team in Nairobi was entrusted
with one main task, which it pursued relentlessly: to celebrate the contribution that the “private sector” and “the market” could
make to a “successful transition”.%6 In practice, of course, this meant that the US government was pursuing in Nairobi the
international portion of its domestic agenda of cancellation of any form of public support to renewable energies.%” More
generally, it could also be said that Nairobi was a first testing ground for the US administration’s “neoliberal” shift over
international economic issues, that the President would soon personally promote at the “North-South summit” which took place
in Canctn only weeks after the energy conference.%8 But in this connection the Reagan team also operated on a “philosophical”
plane: by definition, a “transition” left to private actors could only be intended as an open-ended process, irrespective of what
the Programme said about the goal to promote “new and renewable” sources.%?

Conclusions

There are three main conclusions from the analysis conducted above. The first is that Nairobi, as a major event organized by
the United Nations, reflected and formalized a new language about energy that had begun to spread in the 1970s and which
presented the post-1973 world energy condition as one of "transition”. To the extent that this implied greater awareness of the
“historicity of energy” (in policy-making as well as in individual or corporate decisions), this was by no means a minor fact. The
second is that the conference reflected a typical misconception of much of the literature and the political discourse of the
1970s about energy, which affirmed the necessity of “the transition” on the basis of the widespread expectation that oil prices
would remain high forever (ostensibly reflecting an incipient scarcity of the raw material, even though the Programme was not

very clear as to what this meant in practice): four decades later, with concerns for “global warming” quickly on the rise,
historians correctly see the 1970s as a period when the awareness of the link between fossil fuels consumption and the
“greenhouse effect” became popular among environmentalists, but “official” international politics at the time expressed little
interest in this topic and the Nairobi conference was no exception. Finally, while extremely prescriptive in indicating the
rationale for “the transition”, the conference language was much more indeterminate in pointing out what “transition” actually
meant in practice. Ostensibly the world was engaged in a shift from hydrocarbons toward “new and renewable” energies, but
the term “transition” came with multiple and potentially contradictory meanings (and the ambiguity of the phrase “new and
renewable” did not help). The koiné with which the international community tried to speak in Nairobi was largely superficial, and
concealed the reality of extremely diversified national conditions and intentions with respect to energy and energy policy.
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