Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 3.


00:00 Interviewer: I will start that now. Excellent. Okay, so the first segment, there's sort of a couple of different tranches that will be good to discuss with you, and the first is really, just to get a bit more insight about your own research and telling us about your research to date, particularly, obviously, in the context of smart consumption or smart more broadly, and thinking a little bit about any current or recent research projects in that area and how you have been involved in it, I suppose.

--Interviewee describes their research to date, removed for anonymity--
08:56 Interviewer: Yeah, that's very helpful. I'm gonna come back to a couple of the points you made, but essentially, the next strand it would be good to explore is really to get your view on the development of this literature really. You said that you've been looking at it for more than 10 years and thinking about how has the research literature, and obviously, in particular, social science and humanities research literature, developed over the past decade or couple of decades? And thinking about, whether... You said, I know you're talking more about the practical implementation, but in terms of controversies around smart and smart meters and any big debates really that you see as taking place in that time that would be... Yeah, if it's alright to get your thoughts on that.

09:51 Interviewee: Cool. Yeah, there are many questions in your question.

[laughter]

10:00 Interviewee: Yeah, but that's interesting that 'cause I've seen the rising of sociology of energy really, and it was not so present in the, in 10 years ago. And you know, yeah, you have seen also that with the energy research and social science journals.

10:23 Interviewer: Yes, absolutely.

10:25 Interviewee: Sorry, there is... Yeah, okay. I don't know what's happening. Just the tide, okay.

10:31 Interviewer: That's okay.

10:33 Interviewee: So, well there's really a very interesting and new ways of tackling the questions and complementing the issue so... Because yeah, energy has been the realm of engineers and economists for long time, so we can see now that it's... Yeah, social science and humanities are much more present in the field and that's nice. And I have seen also an evolution in my relationships towards colleagues. 10 years ago it was not obvious to talk to engineers and to find engineers to whom to talk. And now, the young generation, what I see is, of engineers at least, economists is still a problem. But the engineers, at least I can find, yeah, nice people I can talk to and we can... They agree that social science has a place in the project and understand what is the place, that they understand that they don't know anything about humans. And so okay, there is something changing at this point. That's interesting.

11:56 Interviewee: So at least in the projects, I see some kind of evolution. Well, obviously for the majority of engineers, social science remains mainly the provider for social acceptance, which is not very interesting obviously, or we can go back to that as well. So I have tried, I must say, to launch some kind of controversies indeed and debates, public debates around smart meters because I've seen that quite early that there will be a lot of problems and I think that we haven't seen yet all the problems of smart meters. We will see that in... Well, I don't know, but later because... Well, it's just in the phase of rolling out of development and we'll see that we are in five or 10 years, that's... It might, it won't... How could I say? It's probably not the best solution but you have to be gentle. And so I've tried indeed to launch some kind of debate. In [country], it was possible to report obligatory, compulsory roll out in Europe, and it was a conjectures of policy decisions, but also, some actors who put the right pressure at the right time to say, "No, we don't need that." And I was part of that. I was able to provide arguments to that, so it's maybe the only or the biggest success of my career. [chuckle]

13:56 Interviewer: Do you mind me asking when that was? Like what years that came around? 

14:00 Interviewee: So if you remember well, the directive telling that smart meters should be... Sorry, there is a technician...

[foreign language]

[background conversation]

14:25 Interviewee: So the directive said that all countries should provide that cost benefit analysis to tell if it is right to roll out the smart meters. And publicly, a guy from the commission, I wasn't there but I heard it several times. The guy from the commission said that if this analysis, this cost benefit analysis is negative, it has badly, it has been badly done.

15:01 Interviewer: Been done badly, right.

15:02 Interviewee: Okay, "So please redo your analysis," that was very clear. And it's... Well, I have published several things on all that. And so I had this report. Sorry, one second.

[background conversation]

15:37 Interviewer: Okay, sorry. [chuckle] So I did this report ..
--Interviewee describes some of their work, removed for anonymity--
16:38 Interviewer: Absolutely.

16:38 Interviewee: Because what I've seen now, I've got this Google alert on smart meter and...

[foreign language]

16:46 Interviewee: So every day, Google send me all the things about smart meter. Obviously, I haven't time to look at it at all the things, okay.

16:55 Interviewer: To look at everything, yeah.

16:56 Interviewee: But that gives me an overview. And what I've seen this last month is really a change.

[background conversation]

17:17 Interviewee: What I've seen is that controversies have most, have disappeared. In [country], it was very hard. As usual [country] is quite reactive, resistant to some kind of change. Well, there are sociological studies about that. And these controversies are disappearing now, and what is released on the agenda is marketing. I see a lot of reports telling smart meters is growing. All the market analysis for smart meters in every... It has really changed in a few months, now it's a market. I knew that, I knew that 10 years ago but it has become a market and that's a market of... Yeah, you can imagine, if you impose smart meters in all households and business, okay, that's a... It costs 100 or 200 euros each. Okay, that's a market, obviously. Okay, yeah. And so, fine.

18:37 Interviewee: And I wasn't much able to launch a public debate, because I... In [country], I saw the problem coming or the problem, at least I wanted to tell people, "Hey, you will be told a lot of wrong things about smart meters." So my responsibility as a researcher, I think, as a scientist, is just to tell what I know and what I've seen and to dispel wrong arguments and to say, "Okay, there is... Incertitude is there, if you... " Okay, to enrich the public debate, if you want. And it was not possible. I had done interviews too with journalists, but they didn't publish the interviews. And well, I don't know why, but you can image... Okay. So, well, I'm telling you this bit of story and I would have other piece... Other bits to add, but yeah, to tell you that I'm involved in all these debates and... I don't know if it's... If I answer to your question.

19:47 Interviewer: Yeah, no, it's very interesting what you're saying about noticing that change in what you're getting through the alerts. And yeah, that's a very interesting observation, definitely. I mean, one of the other things we're quite interested in, so you've been talking a little bit, I suppose, about some of the differences perhaps between some of the research that's going on around smart meters and then I guess maybe more the implementation side. So we see the people who are looking at, the lobby you were talking about and those who are trying to roll these things out. But it will be interesting to see, to find your views on whether there are any debates within research that you're seeing, that certain perspectives, that there's certain disciplinary perspectives that are taking one direction with smart and certain that are perhaps a little bit more in opposition to that, if that makes sense? So thinking about any fragmentation there is across research disciplines that you see.

20:56 Interviewee: Well... Yeah, it's difficult to answer that because I think there is not so much debate between disciplines on that subject.

21:06 Interviewer: Okay, that's interesting. So it may be you feel that there is a fair degree of consensus and people are...

21:12 Interviewee: No, it's not a consensus, they just don't talk to each other. So social scientists will tell you that, "Well, feedback through smart meters or other ways doesn't work well unless under some conditions." We can speak about that. But it's against the dominant or the mainstream view that individuals are interested, primarily interested in energy because it's their budget and they will react to any signal, and to supply a signal is a good way to make people reacting or just behaviourism. It's a lot around in each it's... That's awful to say but it pervades all European policies today. And well, that's and... Well, I'm ready to go to any [chuckle] board of the commission and tell them that. And they know, and they know that, but...

22:29 Interviewer: But it sneaks in there still. [chuckle]

22:33 Interviewee: Yeah. I organized... a conference on degrowth at the European Parliament. It was very interesting to see that all people in [policy] and around know all the problems we are facing, and they know that degrowth is an option and it will be difficult to evolve, they know that. They just tell that they have got to arguments, okay? Yeah, that's very tough, but we do our best and we are the best region in the world to do things, and we can't do that alone because there is this international competition. But so they agree on all the observation we can... We can share a lot of... How can I say that? You know when you... Statements or evidence.

23:31 Interviewer: Facts.

23:31 Interviewee: We can share evidence. But at least people interested in the subject. But it seems and it would be interesting to refine a bit probably European policies because the DGs are very different, at least I was told. And so, maybe the mindsets and the views the different DGs have on technology, on individuals, on humans, ecosystems and so on are probably very different and they don't give the same qualities, properties to all these entities, maybe because they live in different ontologies, in different worlds.

24:26 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah. It's certainly been some of, just to sort of come back to some of our experience in being most closely linked with [project details]. And yeah, they definitely have quite different takes on, for example on social science and humanities issues. And yeah, so that's interesting. Okay, so...

24:54 Interviewee: Yeah, to go a step further.

24:57 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

25:00 Interviewee: They don't speak to each other... Or if they speak to each other, they remain in their own world and they're not ready to negotiate, so they use the balance of trends which is usually embedded in some low text, and use that to go and to carry on the same kind of discourse or practices because they... It would be interesting to see where are the space of negotiation between these different worlds, that is it... Do they exist in the European institutions or not? And yeah, I've got this image of climate negotiations with a core and the different circles. And you can ask a lot of interesting questions at the periphery, but each time you go through the core, you have to pass through doors and filters and interesting questions are filtered and the world is shrinking and shrinking to a shell which is not so interesting, but it's hard and...

26:20 Interviewee: Okay, and you've got the market at the core, if you want. And the market and innovation because innovation is technology and market, maybe... And something like that. That's the image I have in mind.

26:36 Interviewer: Interesting. So yeah, another angle to all of this is to ask... You already gave a really interesting example in terms of this whole process around the cost benefit analyses that had to be carried out, but are there any moments where you feel that the research direction around smart has changed? So either to do with maybe there are seminal publications, and we'll come on in a minute to talk about the ones that you sent through, or some of the changes in policy priorities, or maybe even funding opportunities. Do you see any particular moments where things have taken a slightly different direction or activity has increased? 

27:23 Interviewee: Yeah. It's always difficult because I haven't followed so much the European policy process. It's very difficult and huge. But I've seen a big change for, at least my field as a researcher, from the FP7 to the H2020, and I'm not, I think, the only one to tell that, that it's very clear that the criteria of selecting projects have totally changed. And yeah...

28:04 Interviewer: Can you characterise that at all? Can you describe how you see that changes? 

28:08 Interviewee: Yeah. I wasn't so involved in FP7, but what I found is truth at least because in H2020, I know better is you need to provide more quantitative indicators telling that you will realize such energy reduction, for instance. I've been reviewer for H2020 projects, so I know that nobody cares about that, about the figures themselves. But they just want to check if it's well done. I just watched it, what's the purpose of all that? Also, it was clear that all H2020 was much more market oriented, so short term developing technology, innovation, including businesses and so on, and has let down a bit research, more prospective research and more original research. The idea is that research should bring direct economic growth.

29:21 Interviewee: And I've seen that in other, not only in H2020, but in [country] as well, in doing projects, I'm asked now contribute to economic growth and I have to show that, that I will develop technology that will lead to employment and so on. And that has changed a lot in these last years, I think. And further and all the management of research as well. But then smart, it's not properly a smart stuff, but I think this kind of orientation has contributed to foster in a way smart stuff, because if you want to do a project in energy, it's difficult not to use smart objects.

30:24 Interviewer: Yep. Great, thank you. So now, if it's alright, we're gonna move on to talking a little bit about the pieces of literature that you sent over. And partly this is, so as I mentioned at the beginning of the interview, the main output from all of the working groups is this Horizon Scan process, whereby a number of top priority research questions are identified. But also, each working group is going to produce a small annotated bibliography, so this is giving a bit of a overview of the state of the art, where the field's come from and where it's at. And part of the process of finding which papers to include in that is through these interviews and the suggestions that are being made. So one thing is just to quickly check that obviously by participating in this process, you're helping contribute to that. So is it alright if we name you in the acknowledgements of the annotated bibliography when it is produced, if that's alright? 

31:36 Interviewee: Thank you very much. Yeah.

31:37 Interviewer: And the other thing... So that's not the only way, another way that particular literature is going to be picked up is when we undertake the Horizon Scanning exercise, then respondents, so yourself and the other working group members, will be putting down their research question ideas, but then there's an opportunity, it's a qualitative survey, so there's an opportunity to expand on why you think that that question is important, relevant, and people may choose to include additional literature then. So anyway, so these are the sources of the literature. But yeah, it would be really useful now, if it's alright, to just run through the papers that you selected and just get to hear from you.

32:23 Interviewee: Not many papers, I'm afraid.

[chuckle]

32:25 Interviewer: That's fine. The publications then. And hear a little bit about why you chose them, what you see them as representing, and also, did you find it easy to undertake this exercise? Did you feel like, "Oh yeah, there's some definite go-to ones," or were you feeling, "Oh, I'm leaving out lots of things"? Or how did you find it really? 

32:47 Interviewee: Yeah, it was quite easy and yeah. Yeah, I must say I choose more seminal works or sympathetic ones because I think we need a overview and we need... And well, I was hesitating to give you also my paper because it's not really on smart but it's... Well, because... Yeah, I have taken [33:17] ____ times more to tell you what I think is important to think about smart consumption.

33:25 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah.

33:27 Interviewee: But obviously, the strongest books came first. That's Smart Energy Technology in Every Day Life and well, that was quite obvious to me because I share most of her views. Okay, so do I need to go further on that or...

33:48 Interviewer: No, that's fine if you feel it's... Yeah. No, that's fine. [chuckle] You won't be surprised that, yeah, it's not the first time it's come up. [chuckle]

33:53 Interviewee: Oh, no. And that also came very quickly because, yeah, I like the way she posits the issue at a policy level and collective level, whereas Yolande's work is more in line with what I'm doing because, in a way my... It's what I can do in my project, because I have to need to find fundings. I'm more inclined towards the approach of which is more, how could I say? More speculative, but more interesting I think in terms of also... Because it reveals the policy and the collective dimensions of all smart things. And I like the D-Ways approach of the public and so on, and the way she views that in showing how smart and other environmental devices blurs the border between private and public, and that's very interesting, I think.

35:22 Interviewee: And also, the third book from Abraham, so it didn't came quickly. I wanted to add something about materialities, and the limits of materiality of smarts because it's systematically forgotten. And I must say I have to have a look to my computer to find a good way... I was thinking about some papers, but very specific I knew about materialities, mining of smart meters and so on. And then I find this book that... So I had a glimpse on that, so I don't know well this book, I must say.

36:15 Interviewer: Sure.

36:15 Interviewee: But for me it's important to be in the list to reveal this material constraints of smart stuff. And then, well, yeah, the paper of Tom Hargreaves and so on is because, yeah, I've been working much on the topic of feedback and I think it's a nice paper summarizing a lot of interesting things about this issue of feedback. It's quite balanced and sensible. And well, and the last one is mine? 

37:03 Interviewer: Yep.

37:04 Interviewee: Well, it's really to show that we can... That it's interesting to see, to have a real interdisciplinary approach. And that's if you take the same issue from different disciplinary ontologies, what I call like that, and you take seriously each discipline which describes its own object and makes existing the object in different ways, really. It's not the same object. And if you also try to understand seriously what is neo-classical economics, you will see... Then you, for instance, and I took the rebound effect as a touchstone, can I say that? Or as an object of inquiry. And so you can complement different views and you will have real other idea of what it is, rebound effects. Rebound effects are, I think, very important phenomena in energy consumption.

38:21 Interviewee: And if you remain only in the mainstream approach, which is the neo-classical ontology, you won't see how far this goes. And so, well, the paper is a plea for, obviously, interdisciplinary approach, but also for systemic approaches, which I tried to show that infrastructures and markets are fundamental to understand rebounds, not just a question of individual behaviour, it's more structural. I don't know if it's helpful? 

-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group –
End of interview


