Kate E. Howe

Energy Policy

G. Flomenhoft

Energy Policy: Term Paper

Policy Analysis of Current Energy Situation


Energy policy in the United States is a difficult topic to study due to the many different classifications of conflict and solution.  I believe Amory Lovins stated the U.S. situation of energy policy correctly, in his book Soft Energy Paths, “ Many people do not like to face up to this basic choice because it is not a question of rationality of means, but a sanity of ends.”
  The common American has grown accustom to all the advantages of energy in America.  We wake up each morning to our digital alarm clocks ringing, flick on the light and wake up in a warm shower and then hop in our gas fueled engine cars and head to work.  Before the day has even begun we have used massive amounts of personal energy that for the common man goes unnoticed.  Of course most of our energy needs go unnoticed until there is a change, until there is something different in our daily routine.


For example the current situation that has many Americans noticing is at our local gas stations.  The price of gas has been on a constant rise for months and many Americans are starting to ask why?  Many people blame the current war and political figures involved, but the situation in America goes far beyond the Middle East conflict and who currently sleeps in the White House. The current situation is about a need for change.  Action for change has been needed for decades, yet our country has failed to take even the first steps towards a change for better and safer energy policy.


Energy policy in America has two very critical components, the two issues in energy policy are: fossil fuels and electricity.  This analysis will cover both topics with a deeper analysis on fossil fuels due to the urgency of such a debate.


Climate Change is by definition, “A change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods.”
 The current situation of climate change emphasizes the part of the definition that states attributed directly by human activity.  The current situation reviewed by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, The International Panel on Climate Change states that greenhouse gases in the Earth’s atmosphere are the result of human activity.
  Global averaged temperatures are rapidly increasing faster than expected.  Surface temperatures of 2.5 to 10.4 degrees Fahrenheit are projected by the end of this century.
  These temperatures may not be noticeable to the average American but on a scientific level these increases of temperatures have and will result in catastrophic tragedies.


The rise in temperature will have a snowball effect around the whole world.  The rise in temperature in the next century will cause the sea levels to rise about fifty centimeters by 2100.  In Jeremy Leggett’s book, The Carbon War it states, “Human health, terrestrial and aquatic ecological systems, and socio-economic systems are all vital to human development and well-being and are all sensitive to climate changes.”
  This statement suggests that global warming is going to have a dramatic impact in the very near future.  Our grandchildren of tomorrow will inherit legacies of today and without a change in greenhouse gas emissions they will also inherit a world of chaos.  

The recently release movie The Day After Tomorrow showed the United States in a similar situation to that of the last Ice Age.   In the movie, half of the U.S. was covered by glacier ice; killed many and left all Northern state residents homeless.  Perhaps this movie was far reaching for people to believe but the underlying facts of the movie were true.  The U.S. is the leading producer of greenhouse gas emissions that causes global warming, the current situation should have forced the U.S. to take drastic measures to decrease these greenhouse gas emissions.  Unfortunately, U.S. has not politically listen to this urge from International Governments.  The U.S did not decided to ratify the Kyoto protocol. The U.S. has made numerous claims on why they have not ratified Kyoto, such excuses are: uncertainties that still remain about the drastic effects of global warming, the uncertainties that exist around the necessities of decrease of emissions at the current situation and overall political debate within the nation to agree or compromise on a solution to the problem.  Many states have made individual pledges to decrease fossil fuel use and/or increase renewable energy sources but the United States as a whole has yet to make a significant and united plan to stop climate change.  Perhaps the threat of an Ice Age taking over the country is not quite the smoking gun needed to promote policy action. 


The tricky situation of greenhouse gas emissions is the need or perceived need for economic growth.  The United States prides itself as an industrialized nation that continues to have a growing GDP.  With the growth of the economy supported by the Federal Government, also is the need for more and more energy, which ultimately leads to more greenhouse gas emissions.  There are some explanations for the increase of greenhouse gas emissions.  In the 1990’s the economic growth led to a drastic increase of energy consumption.  In the 1990s the nuclear energy and hydropower sector of our country remained for the most part stagnant, this led the country to rely on more fossil fuel use.
  The lack of policies passed at the Federal Level has left the country with little direction away from fossil fuel dependency.


The second important energy debate in the U.S. is the electricity debate on deregulating utilities.  The Energy Policy Act of 1992, required electric utilities to open their transmission systems to power generated by other companies.
    This enables more state control over energy use and allows to some extent, the states to decide on how energy is used within their own boundaries.  There have been some positives effects to this type of control change.  Fifteen states have decided on their own will, to create Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS).  These types of standards have pushed certain states to take a stand on fossil fuel emissions generated for electricity utilities.  


At the National level there are many concerns about the need and reliability of electricity.  In Foreign Affairs 2003, it states, “The electricity business now generates $224 billion a year in revenues, accounting for about four percent of the U.S. GDP.  Its value to the economy is multiples of its cost.” The authors continue to explain the massive increase of electricity use in America and its danger.
  The United States is continuously increasing its electricity consumption yet failing to recognize the basic infrastructure that exists in this country.  Majority of U.S. electricity is running through a frail and antiqued electric grid system.  The reality of such an infrastructure was met when the U.S. experienced a major blackout in August of 2003.  

The recent blackout has made many policy makers rethink the deregulating of electricity utilities.  The deregulation has allowed for much more electricity to flow throughout the old grid.
 The month of August has proven to be an extreme month for electricity with air conditioners at full max in most homes and businesses in combination with other power used can cause the electricity sources to be at full capacity.  This full capacity use, running through an aged electrical grid is a recipe for future disasters.  Electric energy sources have and continue to be a topic of much debate at the National Level.  Unfortunately, debate for the most part has been the only activity seen thus far.  Perhaps, numerous blackouts and electrical disasters are in America’s future.  If this does occur maybe then the U.S. will see their smoking gun and the need for policy implementation will be recognized.

Process That Should Be Followed to Develop New Energy Policy


Two well-known authors on energy policy are: Amory Lovins and Peter Huber.  These two authors theorize energy policy with two opposing views, Hard and Soft Energy Policy.  Huber writes in his book, Saving the Environment from the Environmentalists, “All experience teaches that before the doom (end of oil supply) arrives human ingenuity and comes up with something different.”
  This view by Huber is a very cornucopian theory.  Huber feels that the market will fix everything and for the most part business will continue as usual.  This type of thought is what has allowed the United States to continue to increase energy conflict and delay any aggressive policies to end this conflict.  The country is considering opening and funding more research on oil reserves on domestic soil.  The most talked about debate is the possibility of drilling for oil in the ANWR.  This debate has two very opposing sides.  The Hard energy viewpoint would be to start the digging.  The theory would be to dig beneath the earth’s surface to uncover valuable and efficient means of energy.  


The Hard energy viewpoint looks at oil, coal and natural gas as the answer to energy policy in the United States.  Huber opposes the increase of renewable energy due to the massive use of surface land.  Huber claims, “Soft energy (renewable energy) sources are horribly land intensive.”
  He later continues to say it is necessary to use non-renewable energy to its full capacity because there will always be technology to save us from massive energy crisis.  He continues his reasoning that nuclear power will take over after all the oil is extracted from the earth. Huber claims that there will be enough uranium sources on this planet to use for centuries or until another form of energy is invented.


Huber makes a very interesting and persuasive argument in his conservative book.  The main faults on his theory are the dramatic lack of significance given to global climate change and fossil fuel emissions.  His recommendations for future energy policy seem to add up to a series of short-term solutions or a “band-aid” effects put over our wounds of energy conflicts.  For example, his argument to save the world from the energy crisis when the world’s oil peak occurs is his “band-aid” solution for the use of nuclear power.  Huber’s arguments suggest temporary solutions to an enormous problem that has plagued this country and the world for decades.  Huber has no real solution to the problem at hand.  I believe that theories such as Huber’s have left this country in the situation it is now.  These “band-aids” will only hold for so long, the wounds need a long-term cure to solve the issue.


Lovins on the other hand, has a very differing view from Huber.   Lovins believes that renewable energy is the way to solve energy policy issues in the U.S. and International Government.  Lovins solutions all stem from his Soft Energy theories.  One interesting fact from his book, Soft Energy Paths, he states, “If we build new buildings properly in the first place…we could (over twelve years) save about the save amount of energy the U.S. expects to recover from Alaskan North Slope.”
   Suggestions and research such as this proves to be a better solution to a long-term problem rather than a quick fix viewed by the cornucopian theories, such as Huber.  Other soft energy tactics would be to have an increase of all renewable energy sources such as wind power, solar power, geothermal power, hydro power and biomass power.


After reviewing two very differing views on where energy policy is and should be going, the overall better solution to a long-term problem is to choose renewable energy and energy efficient choices.  The question is how do we get there?  How do we change a country so dependent on just a few forms of dominant power?  Can everyone switch over to electric cars and solar powered homes?  Well in a utopian world that would be the solution.  In reality the progression needs to start in Washington.  Certain policies need to be implemented at the National level in order for the country to unite as one to clean up this tangled mess we have gotten ourselves into.


First there needs to be an aggressive tax incentive for businesses and corporations to use energy efficient heating and cooling systems.  Tax incentives need to be given to businesses and companies that provide a certain percent of their own energy through their own personal solar thermal electricity sources (or other forms of renewable energy).  Businesses in the U.S. need to see a reason to change away from their everyday routine.  They need to see a benefit to their companies in order to make change.


Tax incentives also need to go straight to the American people.  Citizens, who invest in renewable energy for their personal homes, need to receive benefits and rewards at the Federal level to encourage personal use of renewable energy.  For example if one neighbor in the development builds their own wind energy turbine and receives tax incentives and lower energy bills, their annual savings could be significant.  The overall goal would be to have a snowball effect happen at the individual level.

Research and development funds need to be increased to develop new easy and efficient ways for individuals and businesses to adopt these new forms of renewable energy.  It is necessary for the United States to take an aggressive action towards funding such projects.  Increase in research and development could open up many new jobs for the American people.  The action for more research and development on renewable energy sources is a long-term solution.  Research and development could be done in both the private and public sector of this country, which could benefit all.

Laws must be implemented at the National level to promote energy efficiency.  Currently, many Americans live in homes that should require energy efficient measures to be taken.  It should be the responsibility of the homeowners and business owners to comply with new laws that require energy efficient measures.  Individuals and companies that exceed the required energy efficient measures should receive tax breaks for increased use of energy efficiency.  These energy efficient mechanisms can help decrease the amount of energy that flows through are antiqued grid system of this country.  These measures can help, but are not the solution to the possibility of more blackouts.  It is necessary for the United States to make all efforts to rebuild the grid system to make the grid up-to-date with present demand and technology. 

Another process that must be implemented is that in each state a Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) must be created.  Each state must propose to the National Government a set of standards in which each utility company will comply with in order to increase renewable energy at the State-level.  This type of RPS will take a form of a bottom-up approach.  Each state will be required to hold public hearings, to gather citizens’ views on energy policy and renewable energy.  Each state will need to make a conscious effort to reach out to the people and collect data on which choice is best for each region.  This bottom-up approach will help to unite the country in a push to implement laws that encourage energy efficiency and renewable energy sources.


Global warming is a situation that needs immediate action taken at the Federal level.  The situation in this country is a position of high dependency of imported oil.  This dependency leaves the U.S. in a very vulnerable state.  Unfortunately, the Middle East has a significant amount of oil supplies left.  If the U.S. made significant changes in fossil fuel emission policies could decrease American dependency on foreign oil.  The U.S. government must bring their CAFE (Corporate Average Fuel Efficiency) levels, at the very least, back to its original standard of 13 miles per gallon in the 1970s (CAFE standards were raised in 1986 and still remain at 27.5 miles per gallon).
   This type of standard could make a significant impact on the automobile markets in the U.S.  Allowing higher CAFE standards to remain at the current level has in no way helped the fight against greenhouse gas emissions.  It is necessary to implement stricter CAFE standards and include SUVs in this proposal.         


 The solution that needs to be implemented at the National level is fairly simple in theory but difficult in reality.  The process that needs to be implemented is a matter of changing certain markets.  Automobile markets need to be changed from SUVs to electric and hybrid cars.  Pressure at the National level to increase renewable energy can be the fuel for this new car industry.  If the government can intervene in this market there could be many significant rewards.  The rewards would be a safer, healthy and economically sound America.

If It Were Up To Me To Make A New Energy Plan…

“America must have an energy policy that plans for the future, but meets the needs of today.  I believe we can develop our natural resources and protect our environment.” George W. Bush


The words spoken by our president above seem to have a familiar ring.  It seems as though at every presidential address in the past few decades there have been promises from our leaders to make a significant change. As the years go by and politicians all say the same promises and respond with very little action, my hopes are crushed to find a solution to the detrimental problem.  Energy policy affects all Americans, which is why it is such a difficult topic to compromise.  I believe the real solution is to stop trying to please everyone and start making a difference.  What this country needs is a changing of the guards.  We need an administration that is ready to take on the challenge of attacking global warming and solving our electricity reliability issues.  This paper is not meant to view my own political views but rather state how I would go about bringing a new energy plan to the United States.


The solution is a total change in American policy.  Decades have passed with our great leaders at the helm and little improvement has been made and in most situations the problems have only escalated.  The change needs to start from the individual, with the guidance of National and State-level Governance.   The public needs to play a crucial role in the process and implementation of a new energy plan.


The first step in this approach would be to hold public hearings across all states.  Local representatives would need to make all efforts to gather and educate the citizens of the detrimental effects of global warming.  The citizens need to be aware of the unreliable electrical grid that produces their energy for their home and businesses.  Flyers, pamphlets and surveys need to be distributed to citizens that are unable to attend these meetings.  Possible live viewings of these meetings should be available on local access as well as free public transportation to these hearings to encourage more participants.  These measures would enable the general public to become aware of the current energy situation as well as the solutions that are available.


The idea of citizen involvement and a bottom-up approach would help to alleviate the millions of dollars from oil companies that fill the campaign pockets of candidates for the office of presidency of the United States.  The bottom-up approach is the most democratic and unbiased solution to gather opinions and spread the knowledge about creating a new energy plan.


If my plan were carried through the way mentioned above I have confidence that America’s energy policy would be changed for the better.  I believe the public would pressure their leaders to take an aggressive stance towards investing in renewable energy and away from our dependency foreign on oil.  Energy in this country affects all of us big or small; rich or poor and that is why energy policy is a decision that must involve all of us.  
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