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The Minister of State, Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (Lab)
My Lords, it is a great honour to open the fourth day of our debate on the gracious Speech. His Majesty’s Speech recognised the challenges facing our country and set out a clear plan not just to meet those challenges but to build a more resilient Britain which protects people for the long term and spreads opportunity for all. Today’s debate will cover some of the issues at the heart of the Government’s plan, including energy security, education, technology and culture.
I will begin with energy and our response to the second fossil fuel shock in just four years. Almost two years ago, this Government came into power with a mission to take back control of Britain’s energy security. As my predecessor, the noble Lord, Lord Hunt of Kings Heath, set out in our debate on the previous gracious Speech, it was clear then that the only way to bring down bills, drive growth across the country and tackle the increasingly urgent climate crisis was to end our dependence on unstable fossil fuel markets that we have no control over and instead harness our immense potential for clean, homegrown energy.
As someone who has been campaigning and advocating for, and writing on, clean power for just shy of half a century, it is a privilege for me to be part of a Government who are now delivering on their promise. Since July 2024, we have secured enough clean, homegrown power for 23 million homes through two record-breaking renewables auctions. That clean power is already making a difference: new wind and solar saved Britain around £7 million per day in gas purchases during the first month of the Middle East crisis.
We have moved solar power from the margins to the mainstream, making rooftop panels standard for new builds and bringing plug-in solar to the UK for the first time. We have established Great British Energy, our publicly owned clean energy champion, which has already installed solar on hundreds of schools and hospitals, as well as investing in cutting-edge floating offshore wind projects. We are delivering the biggest public investment in home upgrades in British history with our £15 billion warm homes plan to get solar, batteries, heat pumps and insulation into more homes to save energy, cut bills and ultimately lift up to a million households out of fuel poverty—all of which is contributing to record growth in our domestic clean energy workforce, which is set to double to around 860,000 jobs by the end of this decade.
While the Government have made remarkable progress, the House needs no reminding that our mission has taken on renewed urgency and importance following the conflict in the Middle East and the closure of the Strait of Hormuz. Just as we saw four years ago when Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine sent gas prices soaring, the impacts of 21st-century conflicts are felt far beyond the battlefields. Once again, it is businesses and households here, including, as is so often the case, the most vulnerable in our society, who are bearing the brunt of wholesale price rises. In response, the Government have taken direct action to bring down bills, as well as expanding the £150 warm home discount to 6 million people.
There are those who believe the long-term solution to this latest fossil fuel crisis lies in doubling down on our dependence on oil and gas—the very problem which led us here. This Government believe that would represent a failure to learn from multiple crises going back to the 1970s and an abdication of our responsibility to households and businesses across the country, which would continue to suffer. Instead, as the Energy Secretary has set out in the other place, we are going further and faster for clean, secure, homegrown energy to ensure we are never at the mercy of volatile fossil fuel markets again.
That means bringing forward the next renewables auction to July, exploiting untapped public land for solar and batteries, and working across government to speed up the electrification of our economy. It also means taking direct action to break the link between gas prices and electricity prices, which is responsible for some of the extreme costs that we have seen in recent years. Noble Lords will be aware that successive Governments have failed to address the complex challenge of delinking but, from next year, we will seek to transfer existing low-carbon generators that have renewable obligation contracts and which supply about a third of our power on to fixed-price contracts that deliver value for money for consumers. In doing so, we will safeguard households and businesses from spikes in the price of gas.
The next great step forward on the road to energy security, as set out by His Majesty in the gracious Speech, is our energy independence Bill. This legislates for the powers that government needs to deliver the full benefits of the clean energy transition to the British people. It will underpin action on three core objectives.
First, it is about standing up for working people by tackling the cost of living crisis. The energy price cap fell by £117 in April because of the decision taken in last year’s Budget to move the cost of some levies from bills to the Exchequer. This Bill will place that change on an enduring legal basis, removing an average of around £90 a year of costs from household bills, as part of the £150 reduction in costs announced in the Autumn Budget. It will also pave the way for the warm homes agency—a dedicated public body that will deliver the warm homes plan and tackle fuel poverty across the country. It will bring in new rules to ensure that landlords invest in home upgrades that cut bills for renters as well as giving the energy regulator the powers that it needs to be a strong consumer champion and stay ahead of a rapidly changing energy system.
Secondly, this Bill will speed up our drive for energy security as well as the electrification of our economy. That means transforming market, planning and regulatory frameworks to get projects, including offshore wind and hydrogen, built more quickly. It means speeding up the buildout of vital grid infrastructure, with a package of measures to reduce unnecessary delays, including reforms to land access rules and networks consenting.
Thirdly, the Bill will deliver a fair, managed and prosperous transition, with the North Sea at its heart. This Government’s view is that neither drilling every last drop nor turning off the taps completely is a realistic plan. Instead, we are led by the science, the facts and the needs of workers and communities, so we are managing existing oil and gas fields for their lifetimes, including through new transitional energy certificates for areas adjacent or in close proximity to existing fields, linked via a tie-back. We are also demonstrating the climate leadership that people expect of us by meeting our manifesto commitment not to issue new licences to explore new fields and the commitment to ban fracking.
At the same time, we will keep investing in the rapidly growing energy industries of the future and help workers and communities take up the opportunities that they offer. Bearing in mind that the green economy is expanding three times faster than the economy as a whole, we are locking in this growth for the future. The Bill will also expand workers’ rights and protections, as we pave the way for a new generation of good jobs in clean energy.
In the gracious Speech, His Majesty also set out plans for the nuclear regulation Bill. It is no exaggeration to say that we are on the cusp of a new age of nuclear power in this country, driven by government investment in the biggest nuclear building programme in half a century—from Sizewell C to our small modular reactors programme with Rolls-Royce SMR.
Nevertheless, according to last year’s Nuclear Regulatory Review, the sector is still held back by a system that is overly complex and “bureaucratic”, and which favours process over safe outcomes. The environmental impact assessment for Sizewell C, for example, was 44,000 pages long and left neither side particularly happy. It is not hard to see why the UK is the most expensive place in the world to build new nuclear.
The measures in the nuclear regulation Bill will deliver a pro-nuclear, pro-nature approach to building, with a co-ordinated system that reduces costs and timeframes. This is not about compromising safety; it is about simplifying a needlessly unwieldy and frustrating system so that we can unleash the potential of this rapidly growing industry. It epitomises everything that this Government are doing to get Britain building things and owning things again. Alongside the energy independence Bill, that is how we will become more resilient and create more opportunities for today’s and future generations.
Turning to technology, the gracious Speech was clear that every path to stronger growth in this country has innovation front and centre. That is why this Government have made a record investment of £86 billion in research and development, as well as launching five AI “growth zones” across the country. In the Department for Energy, we are exploring all of the possible ways in which AI can improve our power system and cut out inefficiencies.
The Government’s task is not only to fuel innovation but to help people navigate and benefit from the changes that new technology inevitably brings. Free AI training is being rolled out to 10 million people—a third of the country’s workforce—in the biggest national training effort since Harold Wilson’s Open University. We are introducing a national digital ID through the digital access to services Bill, which will provide people with a free and optional proof of identity to access services without needing to rely on physical documents that can get lost or be stolen.
It is clear that people need to trust the technologies they use every day and, in particular, that their children are safe online. In the last eight months, we have legislated to make online content that promotes self-harm and suicide a priority offence in the Online Safety Act, and we have stood up to X to stop the spread of intimate deepfakes on its platform. Our cyber security and resilience Bill will better protect our most essential services, such as hospitals and water supplies, from advanced cyber attacks.
We know that parents everywhere are grappling with how much screen time their children should have and the impact of social media. That is why we are running a national consultation on the best ways to protect children’s well-being, including a possible social media ban, overnight curfews and other measures. The question is not whether we will act but how.
The gracious Speech set out plans for an “education for all” Bill, based on the principle that every child should be supported to achieve and thrive. The measures include national inclusion standards, with tools to help teachers identify and support those with additional needs. For those with the most complex needs, new specialist provision packages will be designed with experts and tested with parents to set out exactly what support is required.
We will set clear expectations of public services and hold them to account. For the first time, Ofsted will inspect nurseries, schools and colleges to see how well they include children with additional needs. We will regulate independent special schools, ensuring that children get the right placements without unnecessary costs. We are investing billions of pounds across the system to support early intervention and make it easier to access specialist expertise. We will also invest in the transformation of local SEN—special educational needs—services, including £1.8 billion to bring experts, such as speech and language therapists, into settings.
Finally, let me touch on culture. This Government are determined to maintain the UK’s reputation for world-class events, while ensuring that working people up and down the country can both enjoy them and feel the wider economic benefits in their communities. The new sporting events Bill will ensure that events such as the 2028 European football championships can be delivered as efficiently as possible, while securing the jobs and world-class facilities that our regions deserve. It will also strengthen our claim to host future global events and tournaments, including the 2035 FIFA Women’s World Cup.
We also need to ensure that real fans have fair access to matches, concerts and other major cultural events. For too long, fans have been ripped off by touts buying large volumes of tickets online at an industrial scale and reselling them for vastly inflated prices. We are introducing secondary ticketing laws to end the scourge of touting, by making it illegal to resell a ticket for more than its original cost. In this context, I pay tribute to the work of Robert Smith of The Cure, who has done exactly that with his ticket prices and world tours and has encouraged many other artists to do the same—I thereby out myself as a dedicated Cure fan in the process. This will support our world-leading creative industries by diverting profits back into our live events sector and the pockets of hard-working people. This could save fans £112 million each year and result in a £37 reduction in the average ticket price on the resale market. Therefore, Robert Smith’s efforts will become just the norm as far as tickets are concerned, with all the consequences that that involves.
I began by setting out some of the challenges we face as a country in a world which is more volatile and dangerous than many of us can remember, but as the expression goes, necessity is the mother of invention. As we face up to these challenges, we have an opportunity to strengthen our foundations, and not just get through hard times but build something stronger from them: by getting off the rollercoaster of fossil fuels and embracing the security of clean, homegrown energy; by putting science and technology at the forefront of economic growth; by ensuring every child gets the support they need to succeed; and by making the UK one of the best places in the world for sporting and cultural events, with British citizens feeling the direct benefits. That is how we will make our nation more resilient while ensuring everyone has the platform they need to go forward and thrive.

Baroness Bloomfield of Hinton Waldrist
My Lords, it is a great pleasure to open this debate on behalf of His Majesty’s loyal Opposition. I am delighted that this debate will include the maiden speeches of several noble Lords. I look forward to hearing from my noble friend Lord Blackwater, whose historical understanding and insight into Britain’s constitutional makeup will be an asset to the whole House. The noble Lord, Lord Dixon of Jericho, with his experience at Citizens Advice and in advocating for society’s most vulnerable, brings a public-facing experience to the House from which we shall all benefit. The noble Lord, Lord Hobby, has had an extensive career within the education sector, and I know I speak for the whole House when I say that his expertise will be welcomed and appreciated in this important forthcoming education legislation. Lastly, the noble Baroness, Lady Leaman, brings to the Liberal Democrat Benches a wealth of experience, and I look forward to supporting her campaign to address the scourge upon our society that is violence against women and girls.
I will first briefly touch upon education, beginning with the SEND system. This Session will introduce legislation that recognises the crucial moment we find the system in. Costs are ballooning and councils are flailing, and it is the most vulnerable children who are the worse off for it, yet the impression remains that there will be no additional departmental spending until 2029, when central government will absorb SEND provision. When this occurs, it will account for £4 billion of the £6 billion annual shortfall, and that is before we account for the projected council deficits of £14 billion. I hope that the Government will, in due course, set out a timeline to deal with these costs.
I reflect briefly on the impact of the Government’s policies in the past Session. We began with a new tax on education, advertised as an equaliser, which has served only to funnel more children into a struggling state sector. The number of pupils leaving private schools is now almost four times more than the 3,000 originally estimated due to the Government’s policy. That tax was meant to be one half of a trade-off that helped recruit 6,500 new teachers. That plan has failed: there are in fact 400 fewer teachers now than when they took office.
Under-25 apprenticeship starts are down, gender-questioning guidance has been watered down, parental and school freedoms have been reduced, and the Government have yet to put forward a concrete policy regarding poor-value degrees which shackle graduates with decades of spiralling debt. My noble friend Lord Markham will speak to that latter point, but I can only hope that the Government recognise the damage of these policies in the last Session and will have learned something from them.
Turning to the focus of my contribution—energy—I declare my interest as an independent consultant to Terrestrial Energy, a US nuclear technology company developing generation 4 advanced nuclear technologies. In the light of the still mounting costs of energy, I shall use this opportunity to give an overview of the policies that have brought us to this point and highlight the need to change course in order to prevent this Session’s legislation rendering us entirely energy dependent upon undependable power and unreliable imports.
The Secretary of State is doubling down on his headlong rush towards renewables without properly acknowledging the consequences of this approach. Britain continues to suffer some of the highest wholesale electricity prices in the world. Since the Government were elected on the promise to reduce energy bills by £300, they have risen by £73. Meanwhile, constraint costs reached £1.7 billion in the past financial year, while balancing costs stood at £2.7 billion. By the Secretary of State’s 2030 target, those combined costs are projected to rise to £15 billion.
The blind pursuit of renewables is costing the British economy and the British people. The problem is not renewable energy itself, but rests on the fact that there is currently an absence of perspective and balance in the Government’s strategy. The Secretary of State is committing the country to intermittent power generation without ensuring that sufficient firm power exists to support it. Hoping that the wind will always blow and the sun will always shine cannot and will not deliver a competitive, affordable and secure energy sector. What it will do is leave the British public increasingly dependent upon the whims of the weather, while paying for the privilege.
The Secretary of State does at least quietly acknowledge the need for firm power. We welcome his acceptance of the Fingleton regulatory review and look forward to working constructively with the Government on its implementation in the forthcoming nuclear regulation Bill. Nuclear power should form the future foundation of our national energy system. It remains the only source of low emissions and firm power capable of delivering genuine domestic energy security. However, the Fingleton reforms will have to cut through the layer upon layer of environmental and planning bureaucracy that has paralysed development. We will see whether the Government are really going to take on the many MPs in the parliamentary Labour Party and the Green Party when it comes to accelerating the delivery of new-build nuclear.
Recent nuclear projects have been characterised by soaring costs and ever-extending construction timelines. Environmental impact assessments and planning procedures have too often become more burdensome than the construction of the plants themselves—and that is before we even begin to discuss the procurement of the most cost-effective technology. We welcome the announcement of the Rolls-Royce SMR development at Wylfa, but it is disappointing that building will not commence until 2030. Meanwhile, there is ample room on that site for a gigawatt-scale development as well, to commence development much earlier alongside Rolls-Royce.
All these projects need skills, and there is an acute shortage at all levels, from technical skills—welders, electricians and general engineers—to apprentices both graduate and postgraduate. I was pleased to hear the Minister’s comments on this skills shortage for renewables, but I encourage the Government to consider establishing an SMR fleet technical education centre in North Wales to complement the work of the Bangor University nuclear department at M-SParc. There is also an urgent need for a thermal hydraulics facility and a materials test reactor to put us at the forefront of global research. If we are to build global expertise in this field, we need to start developing this critical infrastructure now, not only to provide technical support and training facilities for the operating fleet here and overseas, but to create high-value clusters around these technologies of the future.
I sincerely hope that the forthcoming legislation will address these shortfalls, but such reforms will inevitably take time to produce results. Given the projected timelines for Hinkley Point C and Sizewell C, nuclear power is unlikely to provide reliable, large-scale firm power before the mid-2030s. In the meantime, we must still rely upon oil and gas as the foundation underpinning intermittent renewable power. The Secretary of State knows this. Last year, he instructed NESO to ensure that 40 gigawatts of backup electricity generation is available by 2030 through new gas-fired power stations to guarantee supply when wind and solar output is low. Yet, while he acknowledges this, the Government have simultaneously pursued policies that make oil and gas less secure and more expensive. Indeed, the flagship policy in the energy independence Bill will be the statutory ban on the licensing of new onshore oil and gas fields in the North Sea.
Gas still accounts for roughly a quarter of our annual energy consumption, half of which is imported. Banning new licences will only increase our reliance on these foreign imports. Increasing reliance on imports makes little environmental sense; in fact, it is positively damaging. The average carbon emissions intensity of North Sea gas production is 24 kilograms of CO 2 per barrel of oil. The Jackdaw field, were the Secretary of State to approve it, would produce just 8.5 kilograms per barrel of oil. That is what the ban on licensing will prevent. And what will replace it? In its place, we will be reliant on imported LNG, which has an average carbon emissions intensity of 85 kilograms per barrel of oil. That is not a sustainable energy policy.
Similarly, banning new licences only makes us less secure. Renewables and firm power are inseparable. Wind and solar provide only as much security as the reliable backup capacity supporting them. By relying on imported LNG, we make ourselves very vulnerable to international instability. The most recent war in the Middle East demonstrates precisely why dependence is so dangerous. What happens when the Ras Laffan is disrupted? What happens when global shipping lanes close? What happens when another international crisis sends imported energy prices surging overnight?
We have already seen, specifically across the Iberian Peninsula, the very real risks associated with instability in energy supply. Blackouts become a real risk and carry with them profound economic and human consequences. We constantly hear that the North Sea is a declining basin, yet for 40 years annual projections have repeatedly underestimated the remaining reserves. Norway was supposedly written off in 2010, yet last year it produced 4.1 million barrels of oil a day compared with the United Kingdom’s 1 million. It drilled 49 exploration wells—us, none. The only thing that separates many of these fields is an arbitrary line across the continental shelf.
With constantly improving technology supplemented by AI, the potential to exploit undiscovered reserves remains substantial. The companies are ready to invest; the expertise exists. All that is lacking is a Government willing to reconsider their own self-defeating policy.
Beyond the environmental incoherence and insecurity inherent in the Government’s policy lies the question of cost. The Minister will no doubt continue to argue that oil and gas prices are set internationally and that increasing domestic production therefore brings little benefit. But this ignores the economic reality. The more Britain develops its own reserves, the less exposed we become to international supply shocks, whether in the Middle East or elsewhere. Greater domestic supply does not insulate us entirely from global markets, but it does improve resilience and it reduces the current exposure to volatility.
Secondly, quite apart from production levels, the Government still exercise enormous influence over energy costs through taxation. The reason why energy bills now sit £73 higher than when the Government took office is not merely international pricing; it is that the Government are accelerating towards net zero while loading additional policy costs and levies on to consumers to fund that transition.
Even if wholesale prices were to halve over the next five years, forecasts suggest that consumers would still face electricity bills 20% higher than they currently stand. It is no wonder that, faced with these burgeoning costs, the Treasury’s own economic modelling predicts that energy-intensive sectors will be forced to cut over 160,000 jobs this year. That loss is a direct result of deindustrialising, high-cost policies and, thus, entirely lies at the Government’s feet.
The economic principle remains straightforward: if you reduce taxation and regulatory burdens, you reduce costs, and the market does the rest. If the Government were serious about lowering bills, they would consider the Conservative proposal to scrap the renewable obligation scheme, which currently guarantees some wind farms prices three times above the market rate for electricity. They would repeal the energy profits levy, stimulating investment and protecting jobs in the north-east of Scotland, and they would remove the carbon taxes which continue to inflate electricity costs for households and businesses alike.
Jobs are declining and bills are rising. Far from increasing our energy security, the Government’s current approach risks making Britain more vulnerable to blackouts and more dependent upon unstable imports.
True energy independence requires reliable, firm power on which the wider system can safely operate. In the long term, I hope sincerely that nuclear energy will fulfil that role, but, until the necessary reforms are enacted and new nuclear capacity is operational, we face a straightforward choice: imported oil and gas, or domestically produced oil and gas. The latter is environmentally preferable, supports British jobs, generates revenue for public services, reduces exposure to international instability, and helps moderate costs for consumers. The Government remain trapped within a dogma that serves no one except the most rigid net-zero ideologues. The forthcoming legislation gives Ministers an opportunity to rethink that approach. They should seize that opportunity, reduce the tax burden, restore investment confidence and allow domestic production to proceed. If they do that, Britain may yet achieve genuine energy independence.

Earl Russell
My Lords, it is an honour to speak in this debate on energy security. I look forward to the maiden speeches of all the new noble Lords and noble Baronesses, and I wish them well in their time here.
If a week is a long time in politics, the period since the last parliamentary Session feels like an eternity. Our world continues to be ever more dangerous and unstable. Families and businesses are feeling the reality in their bills and their shopping baskets and have a sense that something is wrong with the way we are managing our affairs. If there is one lesson we need to draw from the turbulent events of recent months, it is that what we need now is not internal party politics and leadership battles but a change of policy backed by renewed ambition, upscaled delivery and a clear national commitment to cut dependence on volatile and unreliable fossil fuels.
I thank the Minister and his officials for the work they have continued to do, quietly and diligently, through a period of considerable turbulence. My gratitude is genuine, but it is not a substitute for greater urgency. There will be shocks ahead and we must be ready for them and honest about their impacts. The International Energy Agency has been clear that this global energy crisis is among the most severe. Global energy stocks are being depleted at record pace. There is a quality to this moment. Rather like watching an explosion at a distance, the flash has already occurred, the light has reached us, but the destructive pressure wave has yet to arrive. Our task is to prepare for what is coming, not to persuade ourselves that it will pass us by.
This crisis is not simply a question of oil and gas prices, uncomfortable as those are; it cascades through the whole economy, into jet and heating oil, diesel, fertiliser, food production, and supply chains of every kind. It will increase government borrowing costs in many economies, triggering recessions. The United Kingdom, with some of the most expensive domestic energy bills in the G7, is particularly exposed.
The longer we remain dependent on fossil fuels, the longer we remain price takers and not price makers, subject to decisions made in foreign capitals and boardrooms over which we have little influence. The cost of dependency is tangible. The Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit has calculated that the UK’s reliance on fossil fuels led to direct economic impacts of £183 billion in the four years following the invasion of Ukraine. To put that figure in perspective, it exceeds the entire annual budget of NHS England in 2024-25. These are not ideological arguments; they are arguments of economic necessity.
America, once our closest ally, now pursues a National Security Strategy that speaks explicitly of global energy dominance, backed by a denial of climate change—a belief that is contrary to responsible energy policy. The consequences are only beginning to impact us now and resolution of the Iran conflict is not imminent. In this context, or any other, it would be a “delusional fantasy”, as Ed Davey put it, to suggest that North Sea oil offers any serious answers to our energy insecurity. It does not, and the Official Opposition should stop pretending that anything else is the case.
The answer lies in what Carbon Brief has already demonstrated in hard figures: since the Iran conflict began, Britain’s existing renewables have shielded us from some £1.7 billion in additional gas import costs. That is hard evidence that clean power is already working and saving us money. The Climate Change Committee has also made it clear that the total cost of another fossil-fuel crisis of this kind would exceed the total cost of reaching net zero. This is the most powerful argument for added urgency.
I am genuinely pleased that the Government are moving at speed and scale towards the achievement of Clean Power 2030. Renewable projects to power the equivalent of 23 million homes have already been secured. We want Labour to succeed in this endeavour, not from any partisan generosity but because, if it does not, the days ahead will be considerably darker.
We therefore broadly welcome the energy independence Bill, and we will engage with it constructively, but we will press for a ban on fracking that contains no loopholes: one that cannot be quietly unpicked by future political pressure. We will seek to require solar panels on suitable new warehouses and car parks as a matter of standard practice. We also want communities to be genuine participants in the energy transition, not merely its hosts. People who live alongside new infrastructure ought to share in the benefits it generates. That means a right to sell electricity, restored funding for Great British Energy, directed in part towards community coastal onshore wind, and better access to local generation and storage. On market reform, we are clear: more levies must come off electricity bills, the system must properly reward clean power and a social tariff must be introduced for households that cannot absorb repeated bill shocks. These proposals are not radical; they are proportionate and compassionate.
Brexit has left us poorer, less secure and more energy vulnerable than we need to be. Our future lies in closer energy ties to our nearest neighbours. Rejoining the EU internal energy market and linking our emissions trading schemes, where that is practicable, will reduce costs and strengthen resilience. In a modern energy system, isolation is just inefficiency by another name.
On the nuclear regulation Bill, we recognise the case for faster delivery and for streamlining where it is genuinely warranted, but we will scrutinise the detail carefully. Public confidence in the safety and accountability of nuclear power is not a luxury; it is a precondition for its success and should be treated as such. Nuclear power requirements cannot override our nature protections. If Labour is backing a renaissance of nuclear power, it must extend to greater efforts to deal with the legacy of nuclear waste and ensure that those costs do not spiral.
The electricity generation levy Bill implements the pot-zero proposals that my party called for over a year ago. While we support them, these matters are rightly complex. Persuading companies to negotiate new contracts will also be complex and take time, while the savings may be slower than anticipated. Beyond this, more must be done to further fundamentally reform our outdated energy market arrangements. We call on the Government to develop proposals for a strategic reserve for gas-fired power stations outside the market, as we move towards a more wholly renewable energy market.
I turn finally to a matter that troubles me. I checked the gracious Address carefully. The word “nature” does not appear in it and the phrase “climate change” appears only once. We do not wish to see Labour following the Green Party’s latest example, so we call on the Government not to ignore climate and nature in their discourses. This omission reflects our real concern about the current limits of the Government’s vision and ambition. Energy security—any security—cannot be meaningfully separated from the climate and nature crisis. They are, as my party has long argued, two intertwined aspects of the same emergency.
Britain is one of the most nature-depleted countries. That matters for our food, our water, our health and our long-term resilience. Since 2020, we have had five of our worst harvests. Last year was the worst year for burning from wildfires. The real consequences of an ever-warming climate are a national security issue and must be treated as such. Our adaption pathways are, by any assessment, inadequate for the climate impacts already under way. We need a proper national strategy for nature and adaption: properly funded, integrated into policy-making and treated as a matter of national security rather than an afterthought.
I ask the Conservative Benches to return to the cross-party consensus on climate and nature that this country once led and that many of them helped to build. I ask the Government to stop treating nature as something that can be omitted from their legislative programme. This Government should lead the world on climate change and must provide adaption and support for those less fortunate who live on the front line of climate impacts.
The Liberal Democrats will support this Government where they act in the national interests and we will hold them to account, courteously but firmly, where they fall short. We stand ready to work co-operatively on the difficult decisions ahead, because on these matters co-operation makes the near impossible merely difficult and its absence makes the merely difficult impossible. The clean energy transition is not simply the right thing to do; it is the affordable thing, the secure thing and the only thing that seriously answers the crisis we are in. The opportunity is before us; let us not waste it.

Lord in Waiting/Government Whip (Lab)
My Lords, before we move on to the Back Benches, we have over 70 speakers taking part in the debate, including four maiden speakers, and I know that noble Lords are looking forward to well-informed and concise speeches. I encourage noble Lords to stick to the four-minute advisory time limit, so that we can finish at a reasonable time and give respect to other speakers in the debate. Whips are a kind and generous group of people, so please excuse us if one of my number needs to get up during the debate to remind people of the four-minute limit.

Baroness Kidron
My Lords, imagine if, this morning, a child could go to school in the United Kingdom knowing that the technology in their classroom was designed to support their learning rather than simply to harvest their data and that their personal information, whether their educational record or visits to the school nurse, was protected from commercial exploitation.
Imagine if safety by design was the price of access to children, if addictive functionality was no longer the business model of social media, and if online protections started at birth and continued to adulthood. Imagine if social media and AI companies were required to fix all identified risks in their products. Imagine if generative AI systems had to check that they could not be prompted to create child sexual abuse material. Imagine if chatbots were not permitted to manipulate, exploit or provide unsafe advice. Imagine if tech companies had a duty of care.
Imagine if Ofcom had enforcement powers that worked and if tech executives were held responsible for risks they chose to ignore. Imagine if, when a parent watched helplessly as their child was groomed by a chatbot, they could turn to the police, a court, a regulator or a hotline for an emergency halt to the service.
None of that is fanciful. None of that is technologically impossible. It is simply the list of proposals in my name that this Government refused in the last legislative Session.
Last week, Jess Phillips said in her resignation letter:
“It has taken me a year to get you to agree to even threaten to legislate in this space. Not legislate, just threaten”.
She was talking about child sexual abuse material. Her fury mirrors my warnings to Ministers that they will regret kicking these issues into the long grass. A narrow consultation, vast powers to the Secretary of State, long timelines and photo opportunities with bereaved parents are not action.
My amendments did not stop with child safety. They extended to AI accountability, data sovereignty, public sector dependency, workers’ and creatives’ rights to their labour and property, procurement, security and the basic question of whether this Government are willing to govern in the national interest rather than subsidising and creating further dependency on a handful of rapacious American firms. This is not a collection of isolated failures; it is a pattern. Again and again, when forced to choose between the needs of UK citizens and democratic accountability or the demands of Silicon Valley, this Government have chosen the latter.
The King’s Speech says remarkably little about tech, an issue that controls every aspect of private and public life. The Government promise transformation, efficiency and empowerment for UK citizens, but their legislative programme does not provide the means. If there is a beautiful technological future over the horizon, I am afraid this is not it. Unless we recover the confidence to govern technology in the public interest, the Government will be found profoundly wanting, particularly where children are concerned. This weekend, I spoke to campaigners in Canada who are supporting UK families as their loved ones are groomed by chatbots, because our Government refused to provide a route to protection—in fact, they whipped against it. It is on our watch that lives will be lost.

The Lord Bishop of Oxford
My Lords, it is always a pleasure to follow the noble Baroness, Lady Kidron. I look forward to the maiden speeches to come.
In the words of the King’s Speech,
“an increasingly dangerous and volatile world threatens the United Kingdom”.
The Government will respond “with strength” and in line with
“the British values of decency, tolerance and respect”.
Not all threats are visible, though all need an intentional response.
The potential of artificial intelligence is clear, but there is rising public concern about the risks and dangers, both present and future. There is concern about employment and jobs being displaced by technology—which is already registering in statistics—and in the aspirations of the young. There is concern about the toxic effects of social media on public discourse. Nearly 1 million children are in the mental health system and, according to a report by Smartphone Free Childhood, youth worklessness has doubled over the last 10 years. There is concern about public truth, abuse perpetrated through and by chatbots, and increasing violence against women and girls. There is concern about the proliferation of AI in warfare, and there is growing concern about the international competition to develop general AI and the lack of guardrails for technology companies.
There are some things on technology in the King’s Speech to welcome, each of which will require careful scrutiny in this Chamber. However, for me, there is a massive hole in the centre of government policy in the area of online safety and security and the relationship between government and technology companies. The best interests of our citizens are simply not being served by a small number of global companies pledged to generate revenue and meet the demands of their shareholders. We are seeing, and will see, an increasing distortion of human dignity and value in the interests of profit. I look forward very much to Pope Leo’s forthcoming encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas, which will be on AI, to be published on Monday, and to your Lordships’ House exploring these issues in more depth on 5 June in the debate on human-centred AI, sponsored by the most reverend Primate the Archbishop of Canterbury.
Where in the gracious Speech is the legislative vehicle to deliver the urgent changes needed to the online safety regime? Where is the strategic approach to AI safety? Where is the careful balancing of ethics with innovation? Where are the laws binding development on superintelligent AI? Will the Minister please comment?
Finally, as the bishop of a diocese with over 280 schools, and which has two of our own MATs and is a partner in 22 further MATs, and on behalf of the Church of England, I welcome the proposed reforms of the special educational needs system. They align with the Church of England’s vision for education, centred on human dignity, belonging, inclusion and enabling every child to flourish, regardless of their needs or abilities. However, we need to pay much more attention to the ordering of the digital world our children will inhabit.

Baroness Rebuck
My Lords, I will speak about the vital importance of creativity and imagination, the twin engines of our world-leading creative industries, and of books in particular. I declare my interests as a former publishing CEO and book charity founder.
Research conclusively shows that reading for pleasure fires the imagination, builds empathy and is the single greatest predictor of academic success, life outcomes and well-being, regardless of social background. Books are also a major economic force, driving exports and inspiring global film franchises, TV series and plays. It is therefore alarming that, according to the last yearly survey, only one in three—32%—of eight to 18 year-olds chooses to read for pleasure. That is the lowest figure on record. Less than 50% of adults read a book a year, and too many parents no longer read to their pre-schoolers: 50% of five year-olds have never been read to. This is despite powerful evidence that, when adults read to babies, their breathing, heartbeat and brain rhythm synchronise in the most magical way.
The problem runs deeper. The Financial Times reported that human beings may have reached peak cognitive powers in 2022, and we have been in decline ever since.

Lord Brennan of Canton
I thought I was just getting old.

Baroness Rebuck
It might also be true in this House.
University students struggle to concentrate on classic texts and, this year, the first UK reading census found that 30% of the population are too distracted to read, and a further 16% are completely disengaged. As the Guardian editorial highlighted, we live in an attention span crisis, with a tsunami of data, where truth is downgraded and reality itself sometimes seems fake.
This is such a troubling environment for our children, as the noble Baroness, Lady Kidron, so often and powerfully reminds us. They are captured by addictive algorithms and rising anxiety. Books, by contrast, offer quiet, immersive pleasure, real entertainment and, as the Children’s Laureate argues, genuine happiness rather than digital “sedation”. Neuroscience from the Queen’s Reading Room charity shows that just five minutes of reading a day can reduce stress by 20%.
The Secretary of State for Education, Bridget Phillipson, announced a national year of reading this year, 2026: the first in the age of AI and a true public/private collaboration, delivered by the National Literacy Trust. Already, the campaign has reached 2 million children, distributed 600,000 books and signed up 11,000 teachers, 7,000 schools, 3,000 libraries, 150 local authorities and 800 partner organisations, ranging from the Premier League to parent-teacher associations and prisons. The campaign is also recruiting a growing army of community volunteers, already at 30,000 and aiming for 100,000, linking schools, homes and libraries. I welcome the Education Select Committee’s investigation into reading for pleasure, the Government’s commitment to a library in every primary school and additional funding for secondary school books. I also support calls for regular story time in primaries that distinguishes listening for pleasure from formal skills teaching.
King’s College research also shows that, like reading, looking at a painting reduces cortisol levels by over 20%. Our splendid free museums are a brilliant policy legacy, and anything that adds friction and complexity, such as charging for visitors, should be avoided in my opinion.
In the book industry, we must protect the creative pipeline with robust copyright and ensure that writers are fairly and transparently remunerated. AI is trained on human creativity. Human imagination has never been more important or more under threat. Reading for pleasure should be nurtured throughout the school years, including a re-evaluation of cuts to arts and humanities in further education, which the Minister might want to comment on later. Interestingly, McKinsey has pivoted to hiring philosophy and literature graduates, who are able to think creatively and are better equipped for the AI world of work.
The Government have a key role to play in reversing the decline in reading for pleasure, restoring its enrichment and joy for a generation, and thereby turbocharging the creative economy. The journey has only just begun.

Baroness Bottomley of Nettlestone
My Lords, the gracious Speech spoke of a country in which
“every child is included in the nation’s highest aspirations”
and in which no child should be held back by poverty, special educational needs or lack of respect for vocational education. Well, that is quite a challenge on the day that an 11-year high in youth unemployment has been announced. Among 16 to 24 year-olds, the rate has surged to 16.2%, with a 24.6% spike in London: one in four of that age group is unemployed.
We are promised a Bill to raise standards in schools and introduce generational reform of special educational needs. Let us hope that that is ambition enough, but the test is whether it makes a real difference in classrooms, communities and cultural institutions, where too many people fail to receive opportunities for a worthwhile education.
The gracious Speech failed to refer to culture, the arts or the creative industries—unless you count sport. There was much about growth, economic security and public service reform, but education is more than just achieving standards and examination success. Culture is not an optional extra to be afforded only when times are easy. The creative industries—if not our Eurovision songs—are part of Britain’s national pride and strength. A country that nurtures talent, widens opportunity and develops human potential will gain socially and economically.
How serious is the Government’s growth agenda when so many of their actions impede growth? The increase in employer national insurance contributions, and lowering employee pay thresholds where the employer has to pay, have a harsh impact on labour-intensive sectors, including the arts. Theatres, orchestras, museums, galleries, festivals and production companies are all suffering as a result of the steps this Government have taken. Higher employment costs mean less rehearsal time, less touring and fewer new commissions. A Government praising creative industries as drivers of growth should not make it harder for those organisations to survive and flourish.
Of course, our cultural model is a mixed one. We do not have the high public subsidy of Europe, nor the scale of private philanthropy seen in the US, but what we are seeing is the pressure on private giving and philanthropy. Those who studied the Rich List report last weekend will have seen that one in six of those who were on the list two years ago did not appear. One-third have left the country. This is a really alarming result of a Government who make success, prosperity and wealth seem unworthy. We are losing the people who so often have funded many of our major activities.
The Government have announced that they are accepting or exploring much of the review from the noble Baroness, Lady Hodge. I welcome that and I hope it makes a big difference. I have often referred to Hull as being a great centre of creative activity. The head of the National Theatre, the most important theatrical job in the country, and James Graham were among those educated there, and what it did for a community with high unemployment and low pride is quite remarkable.
Let me quickly refer to those young people and older people of all ages who fail to get the recognition they deserve: those in prison education. I call on the Government to end the ludicrous ban on prisoners taking university degrees. Too often, education in prisons is short-changed, due to understandable employment and funding problems. Victor Hugo said:
“He who opens a school door, closes a prison”.
Education is critically connected to the prison population.

Baroness Bonham-Carter of Yarnbury
My Lords, I welcome culture being part of today’s debate and the acknowledgment by the noble Lord, Lord Whitehead, of its importance—and, if I might say so, its wonderful celebration by the noble Baroness, Lady Rebuck. Culture and our consequent creative industries provide social glue and are an engine of economic growth—and my goodness does our country need both. We, like the noble Baroness, Lady Bottomley, welcome the review of Arts Council England by the noble Baroness, Lady Hodge, including her endorsement of the arm’s-length principle and the need to properly fund big national organisations. They support smaller regional ones, contributing to the talent pipeline and to touring, as well as providing international reach. We also welcome strengthening regional decision-making through new regional boards.
I will again address skills. For our creative sector to thrive, we need a skilled workforce, but creative education has been almost eroded from our state schools. This has serious implications for the creative sector. We are relieved that the Government’s new, revised curriculum aims to address this, but I ask the Minister to give us the timetable.
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