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The Energy Future of Vermont:

A Unique Prediction of “Where the People Lead Government Must Follow”

                                                                              By:  Michael J. Pluta

                                                                             For: PA 395(Flomenhoft)

                                                                            Date: June 24, 2004

Introduction

     This paper will, using accepted research materials and some observation, provide one person’s “educated” (?) opinion of the future of energy policy in Vermont and, perhaps, the world in general.  We will proceed in sections determined by phases I predict the society will move through:

· Status Quo

· Increasing Misery & Trigger Event

· Sustainable Equity

     Although no one can predict the future, for even Nostradamous depended upon interpretation of events, we will take the stance that within the relative myriads of possibility, everything (people, society and politics and technology and technological availability) all progresses according to our own vision.  I also take the stance that energy policy will be removed from the hands of the government and placed upon the shoulders of the public.  I present this view because current energy usage, need patterns and technology already seem to be moving faster than the government can cope.

Development is proceeding at a startling rate, industrial demands are growing expotentially, both industry and citizens are demanding leadership and the state government is still setting out “Action Plans” without any substance or legislative change.   Now is the time when the government will simply be left behind and will have to legislate later.  I feel a better view of how the energy battle will develop can be gleaned by looking at the people; look local and study the “average” guy/gal.  Eventually, they will decide.

Status Quo

      Vermont has a problem.  Our society is growing, depending upon sources checked, at an amazing rate of 1-4%.  Yet Vermont’s power systems, literally what drives our society, electrical, gas, nuclear, etc. all exist  remaining at 1990 or earlier levels.  They “get by” with obsolete, easily breakable and inefficient hardware.  Essentially there has not even been an upgrade of the electrical feeds into Chittenden County from the south since the 1980”s.  Vermonters are paying electrical rates nearly one half more than the current national averages for both household and industrial electricity. This has cost the state nearly two billion dollars since 1990.   Vermonters are constantly prodding the state house for reduction of rates, regulation, reducing the environmental impact of power generation, reliability and rate analysis.( DPS, 2004)  The population is demanding change, yet, nothing is forthcoming from Montpelier.   As witnessed by the class materials, the Portfolio Standard and others, the state has put forward more studies, more proposals for study, reviews and evaluations.  Yet, no substantive change has happened.  This is “Status Quo.”

     Status Quo, is, essentially, the absence of change. This is my prediction for a period of one to five years at minimum.  This time will be characterized by continuous reliance on energy sources as we see them today.  There may even be some retrogression to more reliance on fossil fuel, for example coal energy from Connecticut, just to satisfy the expansive nature of Vermont’s current development picture. I see the following break-down:

· Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power 30-40%

· Hydro-Quebec 30-40%

· In State Hydro 

· Natural Gas 1-2%

· Imported Power 30% (Grid combination from out of state gas plants and oil systems)

· Imported Coal Power (from Conn. Using Pennsylvanian coal) to replace any power lost in grid 15%

 I do not entirely blame the government.  Although I feel the government has the role of providing leadership, in our society our government usually reacts to proposed changes or acts to repair social problems, which are at crisis.  The state itself needs to want action. My reasons for the belief in a continued status quo are:

· Business does not want change.  Business, by its tradition, is conservative.  Business is wary of change.  As my interview with my brother-in-law, Chris Jakubowski and the questions posed to local businesspersons demonstrated, business is only interested in profit. To maintain profit:

            >energy prices must remain constant

            >energy prices must be competitive with out of state business expenses.  With a current monthly electrical bill of 20-25,000 dollars being a realistic figure (Renewable Energy Standard Portfolio,2004and conversations with businessmen), business would be loosing the cost of  an employee (VT income averages this same amount)per month anyway.  To raise this cost by the projected 1-2% in the Portfolio, would be removing incentive to hire. 

            >change is expensive; no motivation, either profit-wise or legislative and conservative business will not switch  (CJ, 2004) 

· The government is not mandating any change to our energy use system or use patterns.  They are not forcing change.  Chris stated that he was always waiting for some support, perhaps tax breaks or subsidized for a switch to cleaner fuels.  Otherwise he can not afford to switch.  Governor Douglas is involved, but, significant legislation to mandate change will not be coming with this administration.  His environmental plan……..(Douglas, 2004)

· Business does not support the “Distributed Power” concept of many small, environmentally systems, simply because it represents inefficiency.  Negotiations and price fixing suddenly becomes more difficult and, therefore more expensive. (CV, 2004)

· Although bordering on insolvency, both Green Mountain Power and Central Vermont returned massive profits to their shareholders.  From the share-holder prospective, which to make profit is the only goal of the company-not societal efficiency or benevolence-everything is going perfectly! (VPIRG, 2004)

      Of all the reasons why the status quo must be maintained, at least temporarily, is that the people on the street are not supportive of a major change, nor, are they willing to take the economic and lifestyle hit necessary for change.

· As reported in the Rutland Herald, town meeting after town meeting was held in Danby, Tinmouth and other towns to oppose any natural gas pipeline ,which could be used to feed a cleaner power plant. The testimony by residents was not against the gas, but, against the physical presence of the pipe in their properties!  This “NIMBY” phenomenon was explained by “it would lower property values.”(Rutland Herald,1985-1990)

· There is still resistance to wind generated power through Vermont.  Again, the physical presence of the towers is taking priority over the environmental impact of continued use of fossil fuel.  The state of Vermont has even gone so far as to restrict wind towers off state lands.  (Rutland Herald, 6/18/2004)

· Luxury goods sales in Vermont are, even with the alleged “slid in the economy,” strong.  Sales of two-cylinder water vehicles (so polluting they are banned from several Vermont waterways including Chittenden Reservoir) are strong.  Sales of four-wheelers, Rokons, Argo’s and tracked vehicles are actually at a high in the Rutland area.  This past winter sales of gasoline or diesel powered snow machines, snow blowers and snow melters escalated above the supply. (Petty, 2004) 

· Discussions with a former executive at Central Vermont quickly disclosed that, “although we advertise Green Power on our website and it is an interest, we still have people calling up demanding cheaper power and not interested in the acid rain issue.”(CV,2004)

If we can consider the Herald articles, the discussions and particularly the sales as any indicator of intent, then there is no other conclusion we can draw but that Vermonters are too motivated by lifestyle to support the hard choices of change.  Indeed, if you bring up “Renewable Green Power” at a social gathering, which I recently did, you get many derisive comments: “What’s next Dilithium Crystals?” or “Environmentally sound?  Wind generators use more power than they make!” plus my favorite: “If we took some cats and rubbed them together it would create static; we could use the static to power everything!”  Psychologically, these people are probably trying to divert themselves away from a serious, thusly, difficult subject.  Yet, this points to a deeper aspect of US society, we do not like to face deeply  rooted problems.  We prefer sound bites to discussion.  We want McDonald’s instead of cooking.  The energy question is, in my opinion, an example of this.  Society needs deep debate over this issue.  I firmly believe we need suffering before we can get absolution.

Increasing Misery

      “Increasing Misery” is a term borrowed from Karl Marx and Friederich Engel’s.  In their text “Das Capital,” Marx and Engel’s describe the afore mentioned state as a political and social construct, whereby the population is rendered more dissatisfied with society due to the lack of success of the economic system.  Upheavals may be initially insignificant, yet people begin taking more active roles and forcing attention to social issues.  Examples of this would be the current green protests, the demonstrations of experimental equipment, the radio discussion by Vernon residents attacking the reactor facility’s proposed evacuation plan and letters to the various newspapers advocating Vermont reducing gasoline usage.(Rutland Herald, 1985-2004)  The economy continues a decline, with prices of common goods soaring, commodities become more scarce, food goods gradually moving out of easy (ie comfortable financially) reach; the rich-poor gap increases and the “middle class” shrinks.   That is “increasing misery.”  I predict five or more years will place us at this point in Vermont. There may or may not be the revolution Marx stressed, but, many historical scholars insist that some stimulus, misery and/or a “trigger”, is needed to motivate people to the need for social, political or economic change.  Examples of a trigger would be:

· The end of Mafia domination was preceded by the “accidental” death of a small boy on a doorstoop.

· The end of Viet Nam was preceded by the My Lai killings and a photograph a napalm burned girl on a highway.

· The births of the environmental movements were grounded on the visual damage created by dams, housing development, highways and oil rigs and have been further pushed whenever environmental damage got so intrusive into American lives we got scared.(Fox, 1981)

· The political action of the NRA was fired by the Sullivan Law in NY, the bans in CA and the rhetoric of MA.

· The Civil Rights Movement in the South was energized, not so much by brilliant speakers or religious fervour or dogs in the hands of white sheriffs, but, by the horrid death of another boy.

· The NASA “photograph” of the depleted ozone triggered the CFC ban of the 1980’s  and the Exxon Valdez spill photographs energized the population of Alaska to push back against corporate oil.(Legget, 2003)

All of these are triggering events that instigated social, political or other change.  Like the rock into the water, they created ripples that changed society.  Vermont needs that motivation.

     Indeed, we are seeing some elements of this today.  Food prices are certainly rising to a point where some people are complaining of lost desserts and “fun” foods.  Requests for food baskets from schools and food assistance, is high in Vermont (PRIME, 2004) Yet, there is little publicity. Gas is rising in price to where people are doing less random travel, but, only a little less.  (A study shown on the BBC 6/13/04 showed Americans had reduced travel by less than 2% currently.  Oddly, the Northeast statistics showed we had decreased the least.  Probably relates to lack of mass transit.))(BBC, 2004)  A few “SUV”s are for sale along the roads, plus, we do see a drop in upper echelon luxury items(appliances, sports cars and airplanes, etc.) on the durable goods market pages. (Wall Street Journal, 2004)  Yet, the symptomology is not miserable enough…yet.  We’re not quite there. There has also been no trigger, yet.  If the status quo is maintained much longer I, and others I have discussed with, believe we will see:

· The continued rise of gas prices by 4-5% (This will continue until OPEC does the usual pre-election reversal and increases production.  With the growing political un-rest in the Arab world, there is, however, massive support to hold prices up and gain wealth by taking American monies for oil.  The Office of Fossil Energy statistics suggest we will return to the percentage listed regardless of any price decline) (OFE, 2004)

· Home heating fuel rising by 4-5% and then cresting in the winter

· Electrical rates rising by 1-2%(based on the Portfolio)

· Electrical companies, already as corporations facing insolvency, will become un-able to provide sufficient power to stop the motivation for decentralization and will loose popular support.  This will cause loss of profit to the shareholders who will sell or remove the company from its current provider status.  Bankruptcy may follow.  Purchase by the municipalities or the employees is typical in this case. (Business World, 2003)

· Price of luxury goods rising by over 10%

       The conditions listed above will be adequate, in my belief, to create the conditions for a trigger.  Yet, can we Vermonters be motivated?   I do have an easily accessible answer. Every few years a politician (O’Neill, Kennedy, Schumer, Feinstein, Braun, Dukakis, Lautenberg, Gore, etc.) comes along with the same old diatribe of “Ban the whatever gun and crime will stop, angels will visit and the Red Sox will win the Series. I promise no more restrictions, blah, blah, etc.”  Each time the National Rifle Association cranks up its political wing, flyers are sent, e-mails are fired and members, four million plus of them, galvanize to action.  By and of itself what is important here is not the cause of the action, nor even the group, but, the reaction by a statistically significant 1% of the entire US population!  We, the obese, sex-crazed and video-lovin’ USA can be motivated by something.  It may take a lot, but, we do, eventually, act.  Vermont has shown the same ability to rally.  On the Kunin administration vote regarding assault weapons (Madeline voted against any Vermont restrictions.), on the out-of-stater who ran here in Vermont as “a real Vermonter” (beaten by an ancient farmer named “Fred.”) or on any change in hunting/ fishing laws hundreds of local citizens turned out.  There were protests, signs, chanting, singing, voter registration, threats of loss of financial support; all the trappings of real political action.  No “Action Plan” was needed.  This was spontaneous group and individual participation in the democratic process.  This, I predict, will begin in the second stage of my theory and create the third:

· As prices rise consumer groups will form to advocate for all (Perhaps building off the current food co-ops here in VT)

· As fossil fuel emissions cause further acid rain and other damage, environmental groups will see an increase in funding and active membership.  Groups like the Conservation Law Foundation, Champlain Alliance, SAVE, VPIRG and the Vermont Land Trust, etc. will begin to boom in Vermont.  They will engage in all three types of varied strategy to gain their political power:

· Adversarial Tactics: such as demonstrations, legal action and boycotts.  Usually happen after the trigger, but, some, like litigation to stop development, can happen earlier.

· Transformational: Typical of the NRA-VT tactics mentioned above, groups will begin education and voter activation strategies to get their own forces mobilized.  If the group is organized they can, looking again at the NRA, which constitutes only a small percentage of all the gun owners in this state have an effect well over their numbers.

· Exemplary:  I see this as definitely happening after a trigger event.  In Europe these tactics seem only to have developed after the smog has become lethal (Britain 1840, 1880 and 1910) or the fish have disappeared (Norway 1980-82) or the environmental damage has otherwise become significant to the average man (Sweden lately). (BBC Site, 2003)In the US they have certainly happened only after a trigger (Buffalo Reserves 1880’s and California’s pollution restrictions after 1970’s) Exemplary tactics include large scale building of alternative energy sources, homes and reserves.

· Unique alliances will begin to form.  We have currently got the Sierra Club and the NRA jointly suing the government over oil wells.(USA Site, 2003)   We’ll see more of this as people coalesce into action groups

· The media, spurred by public interest, will start covering and revealing more.  This will lead to a potential trigger, for example a photograph of a Vermont lake filled with algae due to pollution. Or a scientific study that positively links cancer to pollution. Or, best of all, someone will find a way to safely illuminate all the pollution wafting over VT from elsewhere!  (Man on the street-Try to ignore that virulent and putrid  purple miasma hanging over Ben & Jerry’s!)

· We may even notice the economic losses created by pollution.  Hunting, fishing, skiing, tourism together are all environmentally sensitive.  Together they bring in approximately a forth to a third of Vermont’s local income.  Failing to stop emissions and pollution could cost us 15,000 jobs. (UVM, 1992)  

· Local government will start taking action.  Planning Committee, Road Groups, Wilderness Societies and whatever, will start passing ordinances (VT’s favorite type of zoning because it does not need wide voter approval!) and acting to stop or control development.

· Distributed Power generational systems will become more popular as people seek ways to reduce spending without incurring “Friends and Neighbor” type wrath that the support of fossil fuel will engender. An example of this can already be seen albeit in its infancy, with the fight over the proposed twenty new coal fired power plants under proposal in South Dakota.  Business supports, yet, there is widespread popular dissatisfaction with that position and community leaders are pushing for support of business which are against the plants.  This type of local community patronage can have devastating economic influence and strong political leverage. Essentially this is market environmentalism at its best.(Business, Sites, 2004 )

Sustainable Equity
       Here we get into the area of inducement.  As Stone discussed, negatives are not the way to move the polis to positive action.  Negatives, such as erratic government rulings, inaction or attack ads, just create divisiveness.  (Stone, 1997) In this stage we will see a positive inducement, that of low cost, efficient, reliable and clean energy  spontaneously created, as appropriate for each area, by  local forces. I will believe that, after significant media attention to a trigger, we move on to cleaner and safer power.  This movement will be shown by:

· Distributed and diverse power supplies (Manure Digestion, wind, solar, hydro, etc.) in the hands of local municipalities and people.  Examples of this will be Proctor and Burlington.  Farmers in Europe and Asia are already using self-sustaining systems for generation.(National Geographic, 2003)  Why wouldn’t ours?

· Denmark and Swedish style support for recycling, renew-ables and cleaning what we have damaged.

· Decrease in the purchase of four-wheelers, Rokons, etc.

· Revitalization of hydro-power.  Our interview mentioned that all viable sources have been mapped.  I believe we can see a government balance environmental loss of the small scale (snail darters, a beaver dam or Salmon run) for a state hydro-capability.  One major sign of this equity will be the society striking this balance,.  Can we afford to loose a clean power source in Vermont for Salmon?  Debate will answer.

· A realization that our lifestyle has damaged the environment.

     There will also be long-term benefits.  Although slow to realize, they are currently receiving some tentative attention, and will, during this third phase, move to fruition.

1. Economic benefits as one part of the work force moves into retirement and the creation of new jobs for an new sector of young workers.

· Older workers from fossil fuel industries and jobs supported by fossil fuels will move into retirement.  The current age of a coal miner, oil worker or well driller is between 30 and 50.  If our two stages prior to this consume twenty years, we have this group close to retirement. (US Labor & Industry , 2003)

· Re-education, on the plan of New Brunswick and the Copper industry or the Cod fishing industry in both New Brunswick and Labrador, is possible.  Admittedly the millions required sounds high, but, the majority of energy workers would be sliding to another form of energy production and would be less costly than entering a separate field. (Harris, 1998)

· Re-entry to the job field and the new jobs created by re-newables would absorb many.  These new jobs will demand both technical skills (engineers, supervisory, support) and manual labor (riggers, excavation, concrete, etc.).  These are all family supporting positions, usually with benefits and which provide excellent economic outlays.  Of particular benefit will be any job in the lowest income counties, those of the Northeast Kingdom, where some wind generation facilities could be sited. (As shown in the report Vermont renewable Energy Portfolio Standard)

2.  Savings will increase as expenditures are reduced. Once the switch is started,a s demonstrated by current trends, technology becomes cheaper and people grow accustomed.  Studies based upon New York suggest investment in renewable power will increase in any state without significant fossil fuel; namely a state like Vermont.

3. De-centralized power will prosper.  For people in rural areas getting on and staying in the “Grid” is not cost effective.  CV charged $1,400.00 for a telephone pole set up recently here in Chittenden.  That same money will be going into PV or other systems for rural homeowners.  There will be no need of a “Grid” and hence less blackouts, less repair requirements, more self-sufficient management and over-sight and less need for visually obtrusive power poles

    Equity can mean less expenditure at the small level for rural areas and municipal systems, controlled by the localities, for the more centralized areas. 

Conclusion

      Throughout the recent class and especially through the visit to Montpelier, I got the impression that events were outpacing the governmental efforts.  This seems true both in the world and in little Vermont.  Assigned to “predict” the future of energy policy I proceeded upon the assumption that my feeling was correct.  Similar to the old television reporter “Kolchak; The Night Stalker,” I found less hard evidence than I would have liked.  Yet, my gut instinct remains unchanged.  In the field of energy , government has lost the tiller of state.  Events such as technology, corporate schemes and individual drive are leading the picture.  Economic desperation will drive Vermonters to new solutions.    I only hope the status quo does not hold too long.  Then, we would be forced to choose between an economy driven by instate power and searching for power from dirtier out of state sources. 
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