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Overview

Despite much literature on energy security, the term continues to resist a commonly-accepted definition. Nevertheless, policy decisions are frequently made on the basis of ‘improving energy security’, despite the lack of any clear understanding of what improving energy security actually means. Therefore this paper explores the meaning of energy security for key experts in the UK energy sector, with a particular focus on the security of electricity systems in the context of a low-carbon transition. A set of 22 energy security indicators is discussed with 25 experts from across the energy sector in the UK, in order to get a grasp on which aspects or dimensions of energy security are felt to be most important, and to discover the underlying concepts which are used by experts when making or justifying these choices.  The results from the interviews show that there is a real need to attempt to take into account multiple competing and context-specific views on energy security, instead of trying to close the discussion down around a small number of simple quantifiable indicators or metrics. The results also show that there is no alignment between experts’ perspectives and the organisation or constituency for which they work. 

Methods

Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with 25 experts from the UK energy sector. The interviews asked the participants to give their opinions on a set of pre-defined indicators for the security of an electricity system in the context of a low-carbon transition, following a similar methodology to Sovacool et al (2012) and Blumer et al  (2015). 22 indicators in total were selected from an in-depth review of the existing literature. Indicators were chosen to reflect a broad understanding of security, including aspects of environmental sustainability and societal concerns (Elkind 2010; Narula and Reddy 2015), in order to interrogate the extent to which the experts agreed with this broader understanding. Experts were selected from a range of different types of organisation within the UK energy sector: utilities, NGOs, Think tanks, policy, electricity networks, and academia. In order to analyse the data from the semi-structured conversations, the interviews were transcribed in full and the transcripts were coded in accordance with recognised methods for thematic coding analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006; Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This method of analysis identifies key words and topics, which are gradually grouped and ordered to find areas of commonality or repetition and to identify a manageable set of themes. For the purposes of this study, themes were identified which were cross-cutting across both multiple participants and multiple security indicators and dimensions. 

Results

The results from the interviews have shown that there are significant differences between experts in what they feel is most important or material for electricity security. Roughly half of the respondents believed that a broad view of security should be taken encompassing aspects such as affordability and environmental sustainability, whilst roughly half felt that these broader aspects should be seen as separate objectives, trade-offs or complicating factors. There was also considerable contention over some of the more ‘traditional’ indicators of energy security such as import dependence and diversity. Some respondents focused upon what they perceived to be current risks to the system or areas in which policy has an obligation to act, leading to a preference for indicators such as public acceptability and fuel poverty. Meanwhile, others focused on indicators which are simple and direct or more easily quantifiable, leading to a preference for indicators such as diversity and capacity margins. The results also demonstrated that experts’ perspectives are not aligned with the constituency in which they work.  There was commonality evident in the strong emphasis placed by respondents on measures of flexibility on both the supply-side and the demand-side (i.e. the ability to increase or decrease supply or demand in a timely manner in order to balance the system, in response to expected or unexpected perturbations in the supply/demand balance). In this way, experts can be seen to be placing emphasis on responses to insecurity, rather than focusing on minimising causes of insecurity; this is highly interesting, because the existing energy security literature tends to focus overwhelmingly on causes rather than responses (Jonsson et al 2013). 

Conclusions

Energy security is a complex, multifaceted and polysemic topic, which despite the blossoming literature on conceptualisations continues to resist a commonly-accepted definition. The results from the interviews show that there is a real need to try to ‘open up’ the discussion around what energy security means to different people, instead of trying to close it down. There is a need to accept the existence of multiple perspectives and to at least attempt to take them into account when discussing energy security, instead of focusing down on a small number of simple quantifiable indicators or metrics.  This paper has revealed an array of conceptualisations and a lack of any clear pattern determining experts’ perspectives, as well as some competing worldviews which are potentially intractable. However, despite the challenges that this clearly creates for policy, certain measures were widely suggested as being sensible for improving energy security by a considerable number of participants from a range of organisations. Energy security policy should focus on measures which can respond to threats or insecurity, instead of focusing on reducing causes of insecurity; therefore a focus on flexibility on both the demand-side and the supply-side would be beneficial. There should also be increased focus on measures such as demand reduction which can bring about co-benefits in multiple dimensions. Finally, it is critical to ensure adequate investment in infrastructure, which requires political stability and long-term planning; these aspects are challenging to measure and therefore have received a lack of attention in energy security assessments in the past. 
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