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Everybody’s talkin’ at me.

I don’t hear a word they’re saying…

—Fred Neil, soundtrack to Midnight Cowboy
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PREFACE

WHERE WE’RE COMING FROM



In the last couple of years, just about everyone who’s anyone has gone on TV to tell Americans what the United States should do to solve its energy problems: John McCain, Barack Obama, Sarah Palin, Al Gore, T. Boone Pickens, Sheryl Crow. In the midst of the 2008 presidential campaign, none other than Paris Hilton paused poolside to share her views on energy, reassuring us that she is “like totally ready to lead” should the need arise. (Good to know, Paris. We’ll get back to you on that one.)

Yet despite being inundated with information about the country’s energy troubles, many Americans admit that they’re pretty confused.1 It’s a perfectly understandable condition. In the past four decades, the country has taken the same approach to energy that Homer Simpson takes to, well, everything. There’s near panic when energy prices go up (d’oh!) and complacency when they head downward (woo-hoo!). Experts spar with each other over hugely important questions such as whether the world will start running out of oil in our lifetimes and whether global warming will cause crop failure and famine. But the debate is just as ferocious on matters that are closer to home: does eating local produce and using cloth diapers really save energy or not, and is it enough to matter?

For many of us, the nation’s energy debate has become an incomprehensible jumble, so the purpose of Who Turned Out the Lights? is to stop, take a deep breath, back up a bit, and go back to basics. We’ve written this book because we’re convinced that there are millions of Americans who are concerned about the energy issue and want to understand it better. Our aim is to explain the nuts and bolts in plain, solid, nonscientific, nontechnical English. We also believe that increasing numbers of Americans recognize that the country simply has to stop arguing about energy and start doing something about it. Our plan is to describe the chief options as understandably as we can and summarize different points of view about them. We’re not recommending solutions here. Instead, we’re trying to offer enough perspective, context, and information so readers can stop relying on Hollywood stars and pundits for direction. We want to help you decide for yourself what path the United States should take.

WHO WE ARE

On any controversial issue, it’s always a good idea to know who is writing what you’re reading and where they’re coming from. We both work for a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization called Public Agenda that covers policy issues and conducts public opinion research.* In our jobs, we have good access to people who are knowledgeable about issues such as energy and the environment. We have also spent years translating expert information into terms and concepts nonexperts can understand. Who Turned Out the Lights? is our second book explaining a seemingly impenetrable, convoluted issue for typical citizens. Our first—Where Does the Money Go? Your Guided Tour to the Federal Budget Crisis—looked at the U.S. government’s massive debt and the unsustainable finances of Social Security and Medicare.

Here’s some of the thinking behind this book:


	First, our goal is to explain the basics. Essentially, we see ourselves as translators. We’ve spent more than a year reviewing information from government, the energy industry, environmental organizations, and independent sources. Ironically, the fact that we’re not energy experts ourselves has been an asset. We’ve been through a learning curve on this issue, and we can remember moments when we were confused as all get-out. Having been through it, we’d like to think we can help you get through it too.

	Second, our aim is to present options, not make recommendations. There are plenty of people who will tell you what they think the country should do, and quite a few of them have launched glossy ad campaigns to make sure you hear their ideas. There are thousands of books, articles, and op-eds recommending specifics. That’s not what we’re about here. Instead, we’ll give you some basic facts and lay out the choices so you can come to your own conclusions. Naturally, there is plenty of expert disagreement; in those cases we try to help you understand what the experts are arguing about. When there seems to be a pretty strong consensus of expert opinion one way or the other, we tell you that. There are some areas where, truth be told, the experts don’t actually know the answer. The best of them admit it, and we pass that along too.

	Third, we believe the country is ready to act. It’s easy to get frustrated about this issue because the United States has basically been in a holding pattern for decades. The blizzard of contending facts and figures can be mind-boggling. The arguments and counterarguments can be confusing, but there is way too much at stake to keep procrastinating. If this country doesn’t get its energy act together, we could pull the rug out from under our economy and leave our children living in a world that bears little resemblance to the one we know now. The good news is that the national debate has become more purposeful in the last few years. In Washington, in the states, in boardrooms, in the environmental movement, in universities, research centers, and think tanks nationwide, energy has moved to the top of the agenda. There are plenty of ideas and increasing experimentation and openness to compromise. We’re optimistic that the country is beginning to get off the dime.

	Fourth, decisions now have big implications down the road. Almost every idea anyone has about addressing the country’s energy problems will take years to kick in, and decisions we make (or don’t make) now will have major repercussions down the road. Power plants are built to last decades.2 It takes years for Detroit to retool factories and reorganize to get different cars to market. Researchers need time to develop new fuels and clean up old ones, and then the best ideas have to be put into practice and moved out onto the market. Changes in tax policies and marketplace incentives work gradually, not overnight. Almost all experts agree that we need to work on a lot of different ideas on different fronts. So the point is? No silver bullet. No quick fix. We need to get started now.


	Fifth, this issue changes all the time. Gas prices go up and down; world events rock the price of oil; new reports, estimates, projections, and discoveries emerge regularly. Legislation gets passed, and government policies shift. But the key facts and challenges are remarkably constant. The United States is heavily dependent on imported oil and other fossil fuels that endanger the environment. We’re competing worldwide for energy that, in the future, could be in increasingly short supply. As we take this book to press, there are important moving targets to keep an eye on. In 2009, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency ruled that “greenhouse gas pollution is a serious problem now and for future generations;”3 regulations on using coal, oil, and natural gas may be revised as a result. Congress is considering policies to cap the emissions that contribute to global warming. The auto industry and the Obama administration have agreed on higher mileage standards for new cars. There is plenty of stuff in the works, no doubt about it. But believe us, based on everything we have learned, whatever happens in the next year or two is just the beginning. Changing the way the United States gets and uses energy will take decades. It will be the sum total of countless decisions at all levels—by the federal, state, and local governments, by businesses, and by individuals. We’ll be working on this one a long, long time.

	Sixth, we’re focusing on public questions, not individual ones. There’s been plenty of advice—and not a little lecturing—about what we should all do in our everyday lives to save energy and “go green.” There’s information galore on what kinds of cars to buy, how to use them, how to make our living spaces more energy-efficient—turn out the lights, keep your tires properly inflated, buy Energy Star appliances, and so on. Please, go out and do everything you can to use energy wisely. If you want some specific ideas about what you can do personally, there’s a list of organizations and websites offering precisely this kind of information in the online appendix at www.publicagenda.org/whoturnedoutthelights. But it won’t be enough for each of us to do our personal best. We can’t personally decide what kind of power plants our local utility company will build. We can’t buy cars and appliances that aren’t on the market. Unless we’re Silicon Valley billionaires, we can’t personally fund the research that will be needed to solve our energy problems or give promising start-ups the money they need to bring innovations to the market. We can’t all build our own state-of-the-art, fully functional solar house. Maybe Ed Begley Jr. can. Most of us can’t. There are public decisions that have to be made, and our country and communities need to start making them. See Chapter 15 for a summary of some of the major ones.

	Seventh, we’re not refighting the climate change war here—we have too much else to cover. We’re into full disclosure, so let’s get this out of the way right up front. What we’re writing here is based on the assumption that the country needs to reduce activities that contribute to global warming. Everything we’ve learned researching this book suggests that most scientists, government officials, and even leaders in the energy industry itself accept the idea that global warming is real, that human activity is the leading cause, and that, consequently, we need to limit carbon dioxide emissions. There is a range of views on exactly what the results of global warming may be and how quickly they may occur. Even so, our belief is that the country needs to start moving away from its heavy reliance on fossil fuels—for a whole host of reasons. If you’d like to review the arguments on global warming for yourself, our online appendix includes suggestions on where you can read up on both sides, but we’re not going to revisit the debates here. Even if you’re not 100 percent sure about global warming, consider the risk posed by the fact that more and more people worldwide want oil, and that it’s almost bound to get more costly. Consider the risk posed by the fact that the United States relies on so much imported oil, and the countries with the biggest reserves aren’t exactly our best friends. As far as we’re concerned, here’s the takeaway: The way we use energy now poses three risks to our future—potential damage to the Earth, possible harm to the U.S. economy, and having to depend on other countries—good, bad, and otherwise—for vital energy supplies. Maybe you don’t care about all three, but Meat Loaf was on to something with his “two out of three ain’t bad.” Frankly, just one is enough of a reason to get a move on.



WILL WE DO IT THE EASY WAY OR THE HARD WAY?

The United States has prospered for a good long time in an economy and society based on using oil, coal, and natural gas—all fossil fuels. It’s been a great ride in more ways than one. Nearly everything we do depends on these energy sources to some extent, so moving away from them—or changing how we use them—will be a massive shift in how we live. To use the old TV tough-guy formulation, we can do it the easy way or the hard way.4

The easy way would be to think through our options, make some decisions, and get on with the job of revamping how the United States uses energy. Most of the solutions will cost money and require time, effort, and adjustment from nearly all of us, but it’s entirely doable if we decide to do it. There may even be some enticing business opportunities developing the new energy technologies needed to move away from fossil fuels. The hard way would be to continue with the wasteful, head-in-the-sand energy policies we’ve pursued in the past. Not too far down the road, decisions about our economy and our way of life could be taken out of our hands. We’ll have to scramble to buy increasingly high-priced energy from people who are thinking about their own priorities, not about what’s good for the United States. And we could lose more than we even know by letting the planet slide more deeply into global warming.

A HERCULEAN CHOICE

We can forgive you if you’re not optimistic about the country choosing the easy way. Human beings often have a way of ignoring even the most sensible, obvious warnings. It’s a little like something that happened on the amiably cheesy TV show Hercules: The Legendary Journeys. Hercules, played by Kevin Sorbo, gives the bad guys the choice of the easy way or the hard way. Naturally, being bad guys, they rush him anyway. “Nobody ever wants to do it the easy way,” he sighs, and then he pummels them.

But the United States has reached the point on energy where we can no longer afford to behave like a thickheaded television henchman and ignore the warnings right in front of us. We’ve got to get smart about this, look at the options clearly and without wishful thinking, and make sensible decisions that will really stick. We can’t afford to take the drubbing that goes along with choosing the hard way.







CHAPTER 1

SIX REASONS THE UNITED STATES NEEDS TO GET ITS ENERGY ACT TOGETHER


You can’t always get what you want.

—The Rolling Stones






We don’t know exactly what the price of gas will be by the time you have this book in your hands, but whether it’s high, low, or somewhere in between, the fact of the matter is just the same: this country faces a huge, complicated, and scary energy problem.

Not only is it huge, complicated, and scary, it’s daunting for most of us because it’s nearly impossible to understand unless you’re some kind of full-time energy wonk. We all recognize symptoms such as soaring gas prices and pricey home heating oil. But when it comes to the disease—what’s causing the country’s energy problems and how to cure them—that’s another story entirely. Confused R Us is more like it.

It’s not that the information isn’t out there. Type “energy policy” into Google, and you’ll get tens of millions of results. Some of the stuff is biased and manipulative, and some of it is downright harebrained. But there is plenty of information from smart, responsible, fair-minded experts who really know this issue and want to help. Unfortunately, when most of them talk, they might as well be speaking Greek (or Urdu or Basque). All of a sudden, it’s “peak oil” and “strategic reserves” and what’s happening at the New York Mercantile Exchange. Want to know about possible solutions? Prepare yourself for treatises on “carbon sequestration,” “hydraulic fracturing,” and the promise of “photovoltaic cells.” Not only is it hard to understand, it can often be incredibly boring. Say the words “energy policy” often enough, and you could undermine the entire profit structure of the sleeping pill industry (not to mention upsetting the little counting sheep from the mattress company).

Even so, we’re convinced that the vast majority of Americans do want to know what can be done to ensure that the country has safe, reliable energy at nonstratospheric prices. Nearly all of us want to protect the planet, the economy, and our way of life. But sorting out the country’s choices is tough—almost as tough as facing up to them.

PULLING THE STRANDS OF THE PROBLEM TOGETHER

The first step is to pull the far-flung pieces of this debate together in one place. There’s the energy issue with its assorted disputes over OPEC, oil company profits, speculation in the energy markets, and how to reduce the country’s dependence on imported oil. Then there’s the environmental debate on how to reduce the damage human beings do to the planet—global warming, carbon dioxide emissions, carbon footprints, pollution, that sort of thing. And finally, there’s the economic fallout when the competition for energy heats up and supplies start getting tight. That’s what happened in the first half of 2008: skyrocketing gas prices, major airlines in financial free fall, and businesses of all sorts hurting because families have to spend more on gas and electricity and have less money left to spend on everything else.

These three issues—energy, environment, and the economy—are all intertwined, and some experts say the country could at some point get itself trapped in a “perfect storm” with all three problems coming to a head at once. In the movie The Perfect Storm, George Clooney sailed his fishing boat right into “the storm of the century” in the North Atlantic. It was spine-tingling to watch, but he killed himself and his crew doing it.

For the United States, sailing right into the triple threat we face on energy is an equally bad idea. Unfortunately, we’ve been backing ourselves into an energy corner for a good forty years or more, and the country simply has to start making some responsible decisions beginning right now.

SIX REASONS TO ACT

Let’s get started with the basics. Here are six reasons the United States needs to get its energy act together. There isn’t much debate about these facts, but there is plenty over what to do about them.

The country is using more energy than ever. The U.S. population is growing, we’re doing more driving than we did a few decades ago, and we have more energy-eating devices than ever. Just think of all the technology we’ve added to our lives in the last generation: computers, microwaves, DVDs, MP3 players, a cell phone for every member of the family. Since 1949, the total amount of energy used in the United States has tripled, and we’re not done yet.1 Americans are expected to consume about 25 percent more electricity over the next twenty years.2

Other people around the world are using more energy too. According to the best estimates, global demand for energy is expected to grow by 45 percent over the next two decades, 3 and specialists who study energy supply and demand are asking some fairly scary questions about where all that energy is going to come from.4 The Earth’s population is growing, but it’s not just that. Roughly a quarter of the world’s people don’t even have electricity yet. To improve their lives, developing countries will need a lot more energy than they have today—73 percent more by 2030, based on expert projections.5 What’s more, people in developing countries such as China and India are now becoming prosperous enough to want to live the way we do. They like cars and TVs and computers and warm houses filled with gadgets. Don’t get us wrong; this is a good thing. People everywhere naturally want the comforts money can buy. But it also means more competition for energy, higher prices, possible shortages, and potential environmental damage on a scale we’ve never seen before.

We’re relying on forms of energy that will eventually run out. In the last 150 years or so, human beings used about 1 trillion barrels of oil. Some experts say we could use up another trillion in about thirty years.6 There is a big debate (which we cover later) over whether and how quickly humankind is running through the Earth’s supply of oil, but some of the predictions are getting uncomfortably close.7 We can certainly look for more, and no doubt we’ll find it, but some experts worry that we’re rapidly using up the oil that’s relatively easy to access. There’s also some concern that in North America at least, the remaining natural gas supplies are in locations where it will be difficult (and costlier) to extract them.8

As supplies get tighter, energy costs more. Energy prices tend to go up and down, and perhaps the only bright spot in a recession is that energy prices generally fall because people use less of it (factories and businesses closing, fewer people driving and traveling, etc.). But whatever the price of oil may be when you read this book, the overall trends are just not in our favor. As recently as 2004, many analysts thought oil would stay at about $30 a barrel for the next decade.9 In 2008, the average for the year was just under $100 a barrel, even though prices fell dramatically in November and December in the economic downturn.10 Many experts believe oil prices will start rising again when economies worldwide begin to recover and the competition for oil heats up again.11 But it’s not just oil. Prices for natural gas more than doubled between 2002 and 2008.12 Prices for the uranium used for nuclear power also doubled between 2006 and 2008.13 When more people want more of something, and it’s not lying around all over the place, and it takes a long time to find it and put it into usable forms, prices tend to go up. Since we consume energy when we make, ship, and use everything from big-screen TVs to Pop-Tarts, the price of fuel spills over into our entire economy.

The U.S. energy supply system is shaky. In 2007, the United States used about 7.5 billion barrels of oil and imported 58 percent of it.14 Unfortunately, a fairly large portion of the world’s oil reserves lie in some of its most unstable regions (like the Middle East) and in the hands of potentially unstable governments (like Nigeria and Venezuela). That means a whole host of things can go wrong—embargoes, war, revolution, terrorist attacks on pipelines. As drivers learned after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, a natural disaster that disrupts shipping and refining can upset the balance too. But it doesn’t require an international crisis or an act of God to give us problems with our energy supply. Our electric power grid and oil and natural pipelines are aging. The older they get, the more they’re prone to failure.


[image: image]

No one fools around with Mother Nature. Hurricanes strong enough to disrupt shipping (such as Hurricane Camille in 1969) can also disrupt the oil supply. Photo courtesy of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

Oil, coal, and gasoline—the kinds of energy we use most—can be harmful to the Earth and everything living on it. Burning fossil fuels such as these causes pollution and acid rain, and according to most scientists, it contributes to global warming—at least the way we do it now. But it’s crucial to make an important distinction. The United States has made good strides reducing air pollution and acid rain because of the Clean Air Act and better technology in our cars and power plants. Unfortunately, we haven’t done nearly as much to reduce the emissions that contribute to global warming, so that’s the next big challenge. The problem of global warming is “unequivocal,” according to the Nobel Prize–winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.15 It’s “clear,” according to the American Association for the Advancement of Science.16 There’s “a growing scientific consensus,” according to the U.S. Congressional Budget Office.17 ExxonMobil, which at one time supported research by climate change skeptics, now runs ads highlighting the need to address the problem.18 Even people with lingering doubts seem to accept the main point. The grumpy but always intriguing Charles Krauthammer considers himself a global warming “agnostic,” yet he says he “believes instinctively that it can’t be very good to pump lots of CO2 [carbon dioxide] into the atmosphere.”19 Okay, that’s it. We have way more than a quorum.*

WAITING FOR THE PERFECT SOLUTION

So there we have it: six solid reasons to rethink the country’s energy policy. Yet despite the dangers, the United States has been stuck in first gear for years now. We haven’t upped domestic oil production much because of environmental concerns. We haven’t moved vigorously to develop alternatives because we frittered away our time arguing about whether global warming is real. We invest in the scientific research and technology to help solve our energy problems only when energy prices get high. Since we’re so fond of big cars and big houses filled with labor-saving devices, we’ve barely scratched the surface on conserving the energy we do have. We’ve spent several decades just sitting around waiting for some perfect, cost-free, “please don’t ruffle our feathers” solution to come down from the sky.

That hasn’t happened yet, and it won’t. But there are lots of reasonable options most of us can live with. There are lots of innovations that could help us down the road if we get to work on them now. This is going to be a long battle, though, and what happens in Washington, D.C., is just the beginning. What we need is a state-by-state, power-plant-by-power-plant, business-by-business, car-by-car, house-by-house rethink.

The United States desperately needs to get a move on in making these choices, so that’s what this book is about: laying out the challenge and explaining the options. Let’s have the debate, make some decisions, and get on with it.

We started the chapter with a little bit from the Rolling Stones: “You can’t always get what you want.” If you’ve got Mick on the brain now, maybe you remember that the song goes on to say that you might be able to “get what you need.” Not such a bad description of our situation right now. If the United States can get its act together on a reasonable, long-term energy policy, we may well be able to get what we need. If not, let’s hope the next song that comes to mind isn’t “Paint It Black.”






Playing the Blame Game

If you haven’t followed the energy issue much, you might wonder why the country has made so little progress and what we’ve been doing instead. Well, we’ve had quite a lot of fun playing the energy blame game. It’s a common human proclivity. We don’t want to blame ourselves or accept that unpleasant facts and impersonal forces limit our options. If something bad is happening, it must be because some villain somewhere is making it happen for his or her own evil reasons. Maybe it’s some completely bald guy with a vaguely foreign accent, a secret lair, and an employee motivation program that relies heavily on a shark tank. You know, like Blofeld in the James Bond movies.

So for your consideration, we’ve put together some nominees for the title of all-time energy evildoer. You may see some of your favorites here. If you happen to see yourself on the list, don’t worry. We all have plenty to feel guilty about.

Okay, it’s your turn to choose. Who’s the worst energy villain of all time? The nominees are:

 

OPEC. The Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries has been giving the United States fits in the energy department almost since it was founded in Baghdad on September 14, 1960. Saudi Arabia, Venezuela, Kuwait, Iran, Indonesia, and the other eight OPEC members20 produce about 45 percent of the world’s crude oil.21 We generally want them to produce more so that prices won’t be so high.

 

The oil companies. In one of the worst economic downturns in history and with oil prices plummeting toward the end of 2008, ExxonMobil still had record U.S. profits of over $45 billion for the year. Even oil companies that couldn’t keep up with Exxon still tended to do better than most other businesses in a supremely tough business year.22 Six in ten Americans say the U.S. oil companies deserve “a great deal” of the blame for the country’s energy problems.23

 

Speculators. Given what wild-eyed investors did to the U.S. economy during the Internet bubble of the 1990s and the home mortgage bubble not so long ago, it’s not surprising that many Americans blame speculators in oil markets every time gas prices go up. Congress fumes about them; regulators look into it. As columnist Paul Krugman wrote in 2008 when gas prices topped the $4 mark: “The welcome mat is out for analysts who claim that out-of-control speculators are responsible.”24

 

“Tree-huggers.” According to the Energy Department, there are about 18 billion barrels of oil in the country’s outer continental shelf that are currently off-limits to drilling.25 Environmentalists have long battled to bar offshore drilling, along with oil and natural gas exploration and drilling in federally-owned lands. For many Americans, it’s the environmentalists who are keeping the country’s energy policy in virtual shackles. Critics say environmentalists unreasonably fight proposals to tap domestic oil offshore and in Alaska and are hindering the country’s ability to use much of its coal and natural gas. Plus much of the environmental movement opposes nuclear power, even though it doesn’t cause global warming.

 


People who drive big SUVs and Hummers (or used to). Not only do they drive these mega-gas-guzzlers, they had the nerve to make them fashionable, at least for a good number of years. Back then, even if you weren’t so keen on having a big, hefty vehicle yourself, you felt like you had to buy one to avoid being squashed like a bug if you crashed into one on the highway. SUV sales more than tripled between 1988 and 2007.26 Some people blame the automakers, who in turn say they were making the kinds of vehicles buyers wanted. Take your pick.

 

NIMBYs, or people who fight having oil refineries or nuclear plants or electric lines or windmills anywhere near them. The last significant new oil refinery in the United States opened in 1977.27 Proposals to build new nuclear power plants frequently spark local opposition. Residents organized to fight windmills off Cape Cod, and many experts worry that local opposition will get in the way of rebuilding the nation’s electric grid. Communities often organize to make sure these sorts of things aren’t located in their neck of the woods. It might be okay somewhere else, but not here. It’s the dreaded phenomenon known as NIMBY. That’s “not in my backyard” (and not to be confused with Gumby).

 

Politicians who keep gas prices low (and the voters who expect them to do it). Economists often have a favorite energy villain: politicians who have kept U.S. gas prices among the lowest in the developed world. Over the last thirty years, apart from a few spates of gas price unpleasantness, Americans have pretty much been able to drive as much as we want in whatever kind of car we like and go as fast and as far as our little hearts desire. For many experts, the obvious answer, maybe the only answer, to reducing Americans’ dependence on oil is to raise the price of gasoline.

And then there’s the rest of us.

Yes, we all know we should change our ways, but many of us also feel like we’re caught between a rock and a hard place. We love and need our cars. This whole country, with its interstate highway system and suburban lifestyle, was designed with cars in mind. Outside of a few places such as New York and Chicago, it would be a real schlep for most of us to get to work without our cars. (Did you ever try to take the bus anywhere in Albuquerque, New Mexico? It takes forever.) So the moment talk turns to energy, most of us begin worrying that the big “they” will start piling on whopping gas taxes (it already costs enough, thank you very much) and forcing us into itty-bitty cars for the daily commute. That’s when we start looking for someone else to blame. Surely this must be someone else’s fault.

That, in a nutshell, is the blame game. Take a look back over our list. Is your top villain there? Want to add someone—maybe some elected officials you’re not too fond of? Maybe you think we were unfair to include good old so-and-so?

Actually, we hope that’s the case, because that’s precisely our point. When it comes to energy, nearly all of us have already decided who the good guys and bad guys are. It’s a very convenient way of looking at things—seething over OPEC is a lot easier than thinking seriously about what the United States should do because OPEC probably isn’t going to go away anytime soon. Shaking your fist at the oil companies is easier than taking the time to understand the country’s energy problems and thinking through what our choices are. Even better, you don’t have to admit your own role in the equation. It lets you off the hook.


But the time for the blame game is over. (And it has been such fun, hasn’t it?) Unfortunately, it’s way too simplistic to think that the kind of energy challenge the United States faces can be solved by taking out a couple of bad guys, even if you’re convinced they have it coming.






The Great Energy Debate Pop Quiz

The energy issue is very confusing, and frankly, most of us will never catch up with the experts on all the details. Still, there are some basic facts that are good to know. Do you know them?

 

True or false? When it comes to global warming and air pollution, nuclear power is one of the most dangerous forms of energy.


[image: image] Not true. The accidents at Chernobyl and Three Mile Island left lots of people worried about nuclear plant safety, but if you’re worried about climate change, nuclear power is one of the least dangerous forms of energy we have. Generating electricity from nuclear power releases virtually no carbon dioxide (the major greenhouse gas) into the atmosphere, and it doesn’t cause air pollution either.28 Small amounts are emitted during mining and processing the uranium (you need uranium for nuclear power) and in other related activities, but it’s nearly impossible to do anything from start to finish without releasing some greenhouse gases. Experts say the carbon dioxide released in these associated activities puts nuclear power roughly on a par with wind or hydroelectric power.29 Like every form of energy we’ve discovered so far, nuclear power does have drawbacks, but global warming isn’t one of them. The big drawback to nuclear power is that the leftover waste, the spent fuel, has to be stored very, very carefully, and it lasts a really, really long time. Even so, nuclear power is widely used in Europe and Japan, and despite the controversies about it, it supplies 19 percent of electricity in the United States—enough electricity to keep air conditioners, TiVos, and iPods going in California, New York, and Texas.30 Scientists are working on other ways to dispose of nuclear waste, including recycling it into the nuclear power plant itself, but the problem hasn’t been solved yet.31 See Chapter 9 for a more complete discussion of the pros and cons of relying more on nuclear power, including the safety issues.

 

True or false? ExxonMobil, BP, and Chevron control nearly half of the world’s known oil reserves.

[image: image] Not even close. In fact, none of the big multinational oil companies we complain about so often even makes the top ten list. So who’s controlling the lion’s share of the world’s oil reserves?

The national oil company of Saudi Arabia (Saudi Aramco) has the most oil reserves, followed by the national companies of Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Abu Dhabi, Venezuela, Libya, Nigeria, China, and Lukoil, the largest oil company in Russia. ExxonMobil comes in at number 13, BP at 15, and Chevron/Texaco at number 20.32 Congress likes to have the corporate heads of the major oil companies appear in hearings so our elected representatives can have their fifteen minutes of fame asking tough questions about gas prices, but in many ways, the big multinationals such as ExxonMobil have much less control over the country’s oil situation than they once did.

[image: image]

The famous names in the oil business don’t actually control most of the world’s oil anymore. National oil companies now have most of the oil.

 

Which country is guiltiest when it comes to releasing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, the United States or China?

[image: image] It’s a trick question because, frankly, the United States and China are running neck and neck for worst greenhouse gas polluter in the world.33 There are several ways to look at this, and none of them exactly puts the United States in the clear. Global warming is caused by the accumulated greenhouse gases in the atmosphere (carbon dioxide and its brethren). Since the United States got a head start (we started using large quantities of coal about the time of the Civil War), our country alone is responsible for about 29 percent of the total accumulated gases, compared to just 8 percent for China.34 Then there’s the per person measure. In 2005, each American gushed out about 20 metric tons of carbon dioxide, compared to about 5 metric tons for each person in China.35 But China has a billion more people than we do, and they are building and manufacturing and transporting like crazy there now. If the average Chinese person begins emitting greenhouses gases at the same rate as the average American, it will just wallop the environment. As of now, China is producing about 21 percent of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions.36 Bottom line? The United States and China need to stop pointing fingers at each other. Both our countries really need to get with the plan.

 

Who sets the price for a barrel of crude oil?

A. OPEC

B. Oil companies such as ExxonMobil and Saudi Aramco

C. The U.S. Department of Energy

D. The New York Stock Exchange

E. None of the above


[image: image] The answer is none of the above. The price is actually set by bidding, buying, and selling on major commodities trading exchanges in New York, London, and Singapore.37 These are different from the stock market, but they operate in a similar way. Basically, traders buy and sell all day at the best price they can get, which is why the price for a barrel of oil goes up and down so much and generally changes daily.38 That doesn’t mean that OPEC and other oil producers have no impact on prices. As OPEC itself puts it, member countries “do voluntary restrain their crude oil production in order to stabilize the oil market and avoid harmful and unnecessary price fluctuations.”39 In other words, they calculate how much they’re willing to pump based on the price they want to get. One of the disputes about oil that erupts from time to time is the degree to which the OPEC countries are producing as much as they can or whether they are holding back. (You can read more about what affects the price of oil in Chapter 6.) On the other hand, since the oil is theirs to extract and sell, it’s also fair to ask whether, from their point of view, they should produce as much as they can as quickly as they can, or whether they want to preserve some of their countries’ natural resources for the future.

 


What percent of the world’s known oil and natural gas reserves are in the United States? A. About 20 percent B. 10 to 20 percent C. 5 to 10 percent D. Less than 5 percent

[image: image] In area, the United States is the world’s third-largest country; only Russia and Canada have more territory than we do.40 Unfortunately that doesn’t mean we control a substantial share of the world’s oil and natural gas reserves. According to 2008 estimates, the United States has about 2.4 percent of known world oil reserves and about 3.6 percent of natural gas reserves.41 These are figures for the “known” or “proved” reserves—that is, geologists actually know the stuff is there—so more exploration could definitely up those numbers a tad. However, as we mentioned earlier, many experts believe that the remaining U.S. supplies of both oil and natural gas are in less convenient places and less convenient forms (such as tar pits). That means they’ll be costlier to extract. Just to make your day, would you like to know that Iran, which is tiny in comparison with the United States, has more than four times as much oil42 and natural gas as we have?43

 

True or false? As long as global warming doesn’t increase world temperatures more than 5 or 10 degrees, the effects will be easily manageable.


[image: image] Not according to the climatologists who worry about global warming. In 2007, the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change summed up the judgment of scientists worldwide predicting that average global temperatures will rise 3.5 to 8 degrees by the year 2100.44 It sounds minor. After all, most of us would be hard pressed to say whether the temperature was 70, 75, or 80 on a nice spring day. But sustained changes like this over time cause glaciers to melt and sea levels to rise. People living near water, especially poor ones in poor countries, can be displaced, and miserable, disease-carrying microbes can flourish. It changes what crops you can grow where, which can cause serious economic and social upheaval. In 2008, the U.S. government released a report summing up the scientific consensus on what climate change could mean here in the United States.45 Among the conclusions: it is “very likely” that “abnormally hot days and nights and heat waves” will be more frequent, increasing the number of people who die from heat-related causes, especially the elderly, frail, and poor. The report warned that “climate change can also make it possible for animal-, water-, and food-borne diseases to spread or emerge in areas where they had been limited or had not existed.” Lyme disease and West Nile virus are two examples mentioned.46 As we said before, there are a lot of good reasons to revamp the country’s energy policies, and global warming is only one of them. But if you’d like to see exactly what the scientists are worried about, you might want to check out NASA’s “Eyes on the Earth” interactive global time line showing the changes in sea levels and the polar ice cap that scientists are already observing. It’s at www.nasa.gov/multimedia/mmgallery/index.html.






Suppose People in China Really Start Living the Way We Do


I can feel it when they come into the shop. The whole family chooses the car together…. After they take it home, they get up several times every night to see if their cars are okay.

—Xing Chuang, Huizhongtong Automobile Trading Company, China47


For the last half century, the American standard of living has been the envy of the world. Throughout the 1950s, ‘60s, and ‘70s, Americans lived longer and more comfortably than just about any human beings since the beginning of recorded time, even the richest ones. There’s a scene in the movie Lion in Winter where King Henry II of England (Peter O’Toole) has to break the ice in his washbowl before washing his face in the morning. Think about it: He’s the king, he lives in a castle with an army of servants, and he’s still cold in the morning. Are you? Your nice little three-bedroom, two-car-garage American house has plenty of hot water. Good solid appliances. Plenty of electronic gadgets around the house. A big car in the driveway—certainly one, probably two.

It’s the American dream—at least the material part of it. And the Europeans and the Japanese have their version too. Compared to the developing world, we’re all at the top of the heap. But now we’re being joined by an expanding roster of countries. China, India, South Korea, and Indonesia are growing with amazing speed. In nine respects out of ten, that’s the best thing that could happen. A world with a handful of very rich countries and lots of poor ones is not likely to be a safe, peaceful place. As other countries become more prosperous, there’s no reason to expect that their citizens won’t aspire to the same kinds of comforts and possessions we have. They’re not monks. Why wouldn’t they?

And that brings us to the Chinese and the issue we’re tackling in these pages—how people use energy, where they get it, and what it does to the planet. Experts think it will take at least a couple of decades before most people in China enjoy the kind of material wealth middle-class Americans do. But the Chinese are definitely on their way. Their overall economy has been growing at six times the rate of the United States’ economy.48 Many Chinese families are starting to have incomes that allow them to buy the kinds of things we have and enjoy—things that use a lot of energy.

Since there are about four times as many people in China as there are in the United States, it’s fairly obvious that worldwide energy use is going to soar. China will likely overtake the United States as the world’s largest energy consumer in the next few years, and their overall energy use will double by 2030.49 That means more competition for the energy that’s out there, and, as long as we’re mainly relying on fossil fuels, more environmental damage as well. The impact is potentially huge—enormous, massive, gigantic, gargantuan, really, really big. (It’s a handy feature, that thesaurus button. Wonder whether the Monty Python crew relied on it when they created their dead parrot routine.)

Here are some guesstimates about what could happen if the Chinese people begin to live the American lifestyle:



 

Population

United States: Roughly 300 million


Total Energy Use

In 2006, the United States used 99.9 quadrillion Btus; China used 73.8 quadrillion Btus.


Oil Consumption

In 2007, the United States used about 20.7 million barrels per day, while China used 7.6 million barrels daily.


Electricity Consumption

The United States used 3,817 billion kilowatt hours of electricity in 2007; China used about 2,529 billion kilowatt hours, but remember, China has a billion more people.


Cars

In 2002, the United States had about 812 motor vehicles per 1,000 people, for a total of 234 million; China had about 16 per 1,000 people, for a total of 20.5 million.


Greenhouse Gases (CO2 Emissions)*

In 2007, Americans doing all the things we need and like to do, released about 5.9 billion metric tons of CO2. Right now, the Chinese don’t drive as much; they don’t use as much electricity; they don’t have all our appliances—at least not yet—so even though they have many more people, the Chinese released about 6 billion metric tons of CO2 that same year.

 

Population

China has about 1.3 billion people. Yep have a billion people more than we have.


Total Energy Use

If the Chinese begin using energy the way we do, they would be using 432.9 quadrillion Btus per year.


Oil Consumption

If the Chinese begin using oil the way we do, that would be about 89.7million barrels a day.


Electricity Consumption

If the Chinese started using electricity the way we do, that would be nearly 17,000 billion kilowatt hours a year.


Cars

If the Chinese start owning cars at the rate we do, that would be over 1 billion cars.


Greenhouse Gases (CO2 Emissions)*

If the Chinese started spewing out greenhouse gases at the same rate as Americans, that would be about 25.6 billion metric tons of CO2 a year. That’s frightening amount–almost as much as the entire world put out in 2003.

 

SOURCES: Energy Information Administration, World Resources Institute, and Dargay, Gately and Sommer, Vehicle Ownership and Income Growth, Worldwide: 1960–2030, Department of Economics, New York University (2007), and the United Nations Human Development Report, 2007–2008.

 


So what does it mean for energy and the environment if the United States and China just keep on going the way we’re going? Using our handy little thesaurus button and the Monty Python motif, it’s terrifying, fear-provoking, worrisome, petrifying, and alarming. Unless we all want to wind up as dead parrots, we’ve got to find a way of dealing with this.







CHAPTER 2

GROUNDHOG DAY, OR HAVEN’T WE SEEN THIS MOVIE BEFORE?


Phil: Do you have déjà vu, Mrs. Lancaster?

Mrs. Lancaster: I don’t think so, but I could check with the kitchen.

—Groundhog Day






The United States has been around the block a couple of times on energy. In fact, you might think the country was caught in one of those repeating time loops that trapped the starship Enterprise from time to time. Or maybe we’re like Bill Murray living the same sequence of events over and over again in Groundhog Day. The country keeps running into energy problems, and we do the same things again and again. Oil and gas prices shoot up. Voters get upset. Politicians say we absolutely positively need to change the way we get and use energy. We make a few adjustments here and there—both in the country’s overall policies and in our own personal habits. Then a couple of years later, we go back to our same old ways. At least Bill Murray changed his line of attack after hearing Sonny and Cher sing “I Got You Babe” on his radio alarm for the umpteenth time.


Since your authors believe that if you don’t at least glance at history, you might be doomed to repeat it, we’ll take a quick look at some of America’s previous energy adventures in this chapter. If you can’t stand history, don’t toss the book across the room yet. Our trip is so speedy you may not even notice. If you do like history, you might enjoy looking over our Energy Chronicles on Chapter 2: Groundhog Day, or Haven’t We Seen This Movie Before?. You might also want to check out our online appendix at www.whoturnedoutthelights.org, where you can find some good books and websites on the subject.

There’s no test coming up here. We just want to underscore the point that when it comes to energy, the United States has been there and done that a couple of times. Then we let ourselves backslide. This time has to be different, and we want you to understand why.

DON’T BE FUELISH!

Here’s a snapshot of the country’s most famous (or infamous) energy crisis. In the early 1970s, Arab oil producers and their OPEC partners embargoed shipments to the United States in retaliation for American support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War. All of a sudden, the country was short on oil and gas, and at the height of the crisis, gasoline was rationed. (Yes, younger folk, such a thing actually happened in the United States.) In some areas of the country, you could only buy gas on odd-or even-numbered days depending on whether your license plate ended in an odd or even number. There were even rumors that unscrupulous two-car families lucky enough to have odd-ending plates on one car and even-ending plates on the other would switch the plates around so they could buy gas any day they wanted. Human iniquity knows no bounds when it comes to getting gas for the family car.


[image: image]

The handwriting isn’t so great, but the message was clear enough. Once upon a time, the United States ran short on gas. Courtesy of the U.S. Department of Energy

Over the next several years, the government took other steps to try to get a grip on the situation. Congress lowered the speed limit to 55 mph to save gas. We got an “energy czar” and added a Department of Energy to the government. We had year-round daylight savings time for a while and a “Don’t Be Fuelish” public service campaign. In 1975, Congress passed legislation requiring automakers to improve fuel efficiency for passenger cars, and this last step in particular triggered some bona fide change.1 Over the next decade, American carmakers were able to double miles per gallon ratings for autos, from 13.5 up to 27.5. In 1979, when the shah of Iran was overthrown and radicals seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran, there was a second oil shock that sent prices shooting up again and kept the country focused on the issue.

But the nation’s commitment to the plan petered out as prices went down once more and memories of gas lines receded. By the mid-eighties, automakers had successfully persuaded Congress to ease up on fuel efficiency standards, especially for light trucks, a move that prompted then-Chrysler chairman Lee Iacocca to comment: “We are about to put up a tombstone, ‘Here lies America’s energy policy.’”2 Iacocca wasn’t wrong. Between the mid-eighties and 2007, the typical American-made vehicle bulked up by about 900 pounds and doubled its horsepower. Naturally, auto fuel efficiency dropped.3

By the 1990s, the 55 mph speed limit was on life support,* and high-flying trucks and SUVs whizzed past drivers pokey enough to obey the 70 mph speed limit. Year-round daylight savings time is a thing of the past, although not everyone agrees that this idea is actually helpful in reducing energy use.4 The Department of Energy is still with us (and they have a slew of good statistics on their website that your authors appreciate very much), but the energy czar is just a regular old cabinet secretary, and not the most prestigious one at that. Can you name the secretary of energy? Can you name any secretary of energy from the last decade?†

Unfortunately, America’s boom-or-bust mind-set on energy just keeps on keeping on. When gas prices are high, we start looking seriously at ways to conserve. When gas prices drop, we revert back to our gas-guzzling, “my car is bigger than your car” way of thinking. In 2002, when gas was less than $1.50 per gallon, GM sold 71,000 Hummers and its executives were contemplating expanding the Hummer line.5 By 2008, when gas suddenly hit the $4 mark, the country’s love affair with cars getting 16 miles a gallon began to fade.6 In 2009, GM announced that it was selling off the Hummer brand.7 Fuel-efficient cars were suddenly fashionable. More people began carpooling and using public transportation. Even bike sales went up.

OIL, COAL, GAS–IT’S BEEN A GREAT RIDE

There’s no arguing that oil, coal, and gasoline have given this country a great ride. They fueled the Industrial Revolution and made transcontinental and international travel practical. At the end of World War I, there were 26 million mules and horses in the United States, used mainly to get people and things around. Now we have about 250 million vehicles, pretty much putting the mules and horses out of the transportation business.

But this country’s reliance on these fossil fuels—especially the way we use them now—is beginning to be a treacherous choice. In the past, we’ve been able to hunker down during an oil crisis and then go back to normal once the worst is over. Now there’s ample evidence that we need to change our ways for good.







HERE’S WHY THINGS ARE DIFFERENT NOW

BACK THEN

The country’s “energy crises” were caused by relatively brief disruptions somewhere in the system.


	In the 1970s, war in the Middle East led OPEC to cut oil shipments. That led to gas rationing and other ills here, but after a while, things returned to normal.

	In the early 1980s, the price for a barrel of oil jumped again, 8 because the United States placed an embargo on Iranian oil after Iranian militants took American diplomats hostage there.9 The hostages eventually came home, and world oil markets returned to normal.

	In the early 1990s, prices jumped up when Iraq invaded Kuwait, and the United States and its allies launched the Persian Gulf War to force Iraq back within its borders. The United States won that war handily, and sooner than you can say “jackrabbit,” SUVs were all the rage back home.

	In 2005, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita pushed gas and oil prices up for a spell because some refineries were knocked out by the weather. But with time, this problem was solved too.



The point is that all of these situations, however troubling and unpleasant, were temporary.

TODAY

The conditions driving the country’s energy problems are almost certain to last a very long time. Let’s recap:


	We’re competing with many more people for the energy that’s available. The world’s population is approaching seven billion. By 2050, it’s expected to be well over nine billion.10 Every single person on the planet needs and uses energy. Unless we develop some good alternatives, they’re likely to be using oil, coal, and gas, the same fuels we’re so dependent on. We don’t have to tell you what that means for prices (but we will anyway: They’ll be going up). And we don’t have to tell you what it means for global warming. It’s not going to be good.

	There are truly astonishing levels of economic growth in China, India, and elsewhere. These countries need massive amounts of energy for their factories and transportation. As these countries and others become more prosperous (which is generally considered progress), the people living there will start buying cars and refrigerators and microwaves and computers. All these things use energy.

	As we mentioned earlier, there’s a growing consensus among experts that humans are beginning to use up most of the oil that’s easy to get to. (We go over the details on this in Chapter 6.) Remember that alarming little factoid from Chapter 1: It took more than a century for human beings to use up the first trillion barrels of oil, but experts say we’ll burn our way through the second trillion in about thirty years or so. We don’t want to be alarmist, because the world is not actually going to run out of oil in our lifetimes. But chances are that it’s going to get tougher and tougher to find it.







DON’T STOP THINKING ABOUT TOMORROW

What does all this mean for the good old USA? Basically, it means that unless we get our act together, the country could wind up in a permanent energy crisis that goes on for decades.

The trouble is that every time oil and gas prices come down a bit (and they go up and down all the time), the United States boomerangs back to the good old days: all the energy you want at prices you can easily afford. It’s quite possible that prices for oil and gas will stay relatively low in the next few years due to the global economic shakeup. Not to be too gloomy about it, but there’s nothing quite like a worldwide recessionary downturn to bring energy prices down. In nation after nation, people use less energy because there’s less manufacturing, less travel, less of just about everything. When that happens, oil and gas prices generally drop. But when the economy rebounds and people start doing all the things they do when times are good, prices tend to go right back up again.11 It’s just that weird old supply and demand thing.

But maybe oil and gas prices will stay low for other reasons. Maybe someone will discover a nice new batch of oil someplace—not enough to solve the world’s long-term problem, but enough to bring prices down for a while. This doesn’t let us off the hook.

We need to get a sound plan together, and this time, stick with it even when the pressure seems to be off. Besides, there are so many options for solving this problem. Maybe we won’t all agree on the best ones, and no doubt we’ll make mistakes along the way. But the most damaging mistake of all would be to assume that our energy problems are temporary and will fade away with time. That would be a truly gigantic error.




America’s Energy Chronicles, or How We Got to Where We Are Today

1859: Former railroad conductor Edwin Drake hits oil in Titusville, Pennsylvania. Drake’s discovery leads to the Pennsylvania oil rush.

1882: New York City generates electricity from a coal-fired plant based on a design by Thomas Edison.

[image: image]

Thomas A. Edison. Photo courtesy of Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress

1908: Henry Ford brings his Model T to market. The Model T could run on gasoline or ethanol.

1914: Standard Oil of California opens a string of thirty-four gas stations up and down the West Coast.

1936: Congress passes the Rural Electrification Act to provide electricity for people living in agricultural areas.

1946: The Atomic Energy Commission is established to develop peaceful uses for nuclear energy.

1957: The first commercial nuclear power plant opens at Shippingport, Pennsylvania.

1963: Congress passes the first Clean Air Act.

1969: More than 3 million gallons of crude oil spill into the Pacific Ocean near Santa Barbara, California, from a Union Oil drilling platform, leading to new environmental legislation.

1970: The first Earth Day


[image: image]

Photo courtesy of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, Public Domain Photographs, 1882–1962

1973: After the Yom Kippur War breaks out between Israel and a coalition of Arab countries, the United States faces an oil embargo, and gas is in short supply.

1977: President Jimmy Carter signs the Clean Air Act Amendments designed to reduce auto emissions and improve fuel efficiency.

1978: Congress passes a “gas guzzler” tax of up to $7,700 per vehicle.

1978 Oil prices soar when the shah of Iran is overthrown.

1979: An accident at Pennsylvania’s Three Mile Island nuclear plant is the most serious in U.S. history. The actual release of radiation is small, and no deaths are directly attributed to the accident, but it generates broad public fears about the safety of nuclear power.

1986: A much more serious accident at the Chernobyl nuclear plant in Ukraine forces the immediate evacuation of more than 100,000 people. It is estimated that more than 4,000 cancer-related deaths may eventually be attributable to the accident.

[image: image]

Photo courtesy of the U.S. Department of Energy, National Renewable Energy Laboratory

[image: image]

Photo courtesy of the U.S. Department of Energy

1988: A NASA scientist, Dr. James Hansen, testifies to Congress on the dangers of greenhouse gases.

1989: An oil tanker, the Exxon Valdez, runs aground in Alaska in Prince William Sound, spilling more than 11 million barrels of oil in the largest oil spill in U.S. history.

1991: Oil prices jump after Iraq invades Kuwait and the United States and its allies launch the Persian Gulf War.

1992: The Environmental Protection Agency begins its Energy Star program to promote energy efficiency.

1997: The Kyoto Protocol to limit greenhouse gases emissions is created, and over the next several years, more than 150 nations agree to sign it, but the United States is not one of them.

[image: image]

Courtesy of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
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