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Introduction

     Using some accepted resources, interviews with an actual businessman and an experimental questionnaire, this paper will attempt to examine the attitudes of Vermont business-persons towards Vermont energy policies.  We will not focus on the policies themselves, but, rather, specifically on the attitudes and reactions of business towards those policies. We shall look at, essentially, where business feels Vermont needs to go with energy policy. We shall also discuss the implications of these attitudes on Vermont.

Investigation

          In and of themselves, “attitudes,” a state of thought, are hardly ever worthy of social or political or scholarly notice.  However, in the case of business and its relationship with the state entity, where energy policy is concerned we suddenly do find merit in studying attitude.  For attitude is what drives business executives, entrepreneurs and owners to act politically, use the media and engage in what Bryan called “Friends and Neighbors” politics. (Bryan, 1974) Businesses use all these techniques to express their attitudes to energy policy in an attempt to intervene or influence the states’ actions regarding energy availability, access and, especially, price.  Busineess label this cost an “externality” and the cost of influencing it is “a developmental expense.”  One of the best ways to discover the state of a business persons’ mind, is to investigate.  This could have taken the course of a well-funded, government sponsored experiment, locked deep within the bowels of the Earth and secreted within a high security “Hot Lab.” Unfortunately, Lawrence-Livermore was rather “unavailable” to me, so, we settled upon an interview format, done over ale, in my brother-in-law’s home.  

The Interview

     Chris Jakubowski is, at 44, in an initially enviable position.  As one of two remaining brothers of the Jakubowski family he heads a corporation, which is the sole supplier of playpens to GRACO, Corp., a Wal-Mart subsidiary.  Chris manages a business passed down through three generations of his family.  He employs over fifty workers of the “labor” classification, owns three separate buildings, millions of dollars worth of machinery and is developing contracts and contacts around the world.  With only a high school education and a life of “OJT,” he literally, becomes the West Rutland version of “J.R. Ewing.” (recall the Dallas TV show!)  He is also quite articulate in his support of business.  Over the past years of contact and this interview Chris has come forward as one of the supporters of the world market, diversification and, very much, an opponent of Vermont’s current energy system.  Some of the points garnered from our current discussion:

· Business needs reliable energy to continue to produce viable products in today’s heavily competitive market.  

· We need energy at prices, which will allow us to have profit-the purpose of business-and continue to produce. Without a profit there is no incentive to be in business.

· That energy has to be available on sites.  Vermont utilities are old, maintenance expensive and disappearing due to loss of contracts. 

· The rate of energy cost needs to be the same in Vermont as it is in other parts of the world or there is no reason to stay in Vermont and continue employing Vermonters.

· Environmental considerations in other countries take a second place to business because business is creating jobs.  No jobs; then no reason to enjoy an environment. This holds true for Vermont, too!

· The state is not doing enough for business. It is not creating laws, which will make energy cheaply available, either through tax credits or fixing rates or whatever, for business to operate better. It is also doing nothing to increase the numbers of businesses attracted to the state. It is, however, making business difficult by creating projects that tax energy use, reduce choices about energy purchases and encourage use of less average fossil fuels. (CJ, 2004)

The Questionnaire

     Another excellent way to discover the business mind is to do a questionnaire.  To that end we settled on the following questions:

1) Do you feel Vermont is doing enough to control energy prices?

2) Is Vermont supportive of business goals?

3) Do you believe energy is more or less expensive in Vermont?

4) Which energy type or technology do you feel Vermont needs?

5) Is there any future type of energy that may help Vermont environment and also help business?

In the interest of being relatively scientific, we prepared twenty-five copies(total) to be handed-out in both my area of employ and in my wife’s.  Joanie, who is employed by the City of Rutland and has constant contact with business leaders in Rutland agreed (after being bribed, cajoled and brow-beaten…)to contact as many persons as possible.  No control for age, gender or other features was done.  No standard deviation or confidence indicator was done.  A follow-up group of questions was available, but, again was not necessary.  None of these mechanisms were necessary because there existed no ambiguity.  All the businessmen (23) and businesswomen (2) had precisely the same opinions!  All were happy to voice their opinions for purpose of a paper.

· For #1: NO! (Very emphatic.)

· For #2: NO! (Same)

· For#3: Energy here is much more expensive.

· For#4: Fossil fuels, such as oil, offer the only alternatives here in Vermont.  Natural Gas would be great if Vermont government would control price gouging. “ VT Yankee would remain just fine if the state would lay off them and renew their permit.”(Businesswoman #1)

· For #5: There is only so much that can be done if Vermont wants to keep business in the state.  If they want to give the entire state over to the National Forest and make money off Guiding and Fishing they should just say so.(Opinion of two businessmen.)  Otherwise they need to find an alternative that offers business reliable power on demand and at rates equal to whatever is being used outside Vermont.(Both businesswomen)  We (spoken by all) would like to stay in Vermont, we like the lifestyle, we hunt, we have families, but, we need to make a profit.  Vermont should look at all alternatives, but, Gas is probably going to be it for the future.

     These opinions and beliefs were echoed in the Vermont Business Roundtable and the Rutland Chamber of Commerce.  They were also mentioned in discussions with a former Central Vermont executive. (Who would very much prefer to remain anonymous!) When checked, these sources stated the same or very similar points.  Prices for energy service are increasing(they estimate 2-4%/yr) and thusly adversely effecting businesses ability to profit.  The equipment power is delivered on is antiquated, which reduces reliability.  Both the RACC and the VTBRT supported the Northwest Reliability project and felt Vermont Public Service Board often “nit-picked” to an extreme level regarding environmental concerns.  Both groups thought the Energy Efficiency taxes were un-fair and reduced businesses competitiveness.  They also felt site selection, in Vermont or elsewhere, was heavily related to price of generational power.  Both groups endorsed a position whereby Vermont would utilize a “variety of sources, both fossil and otherwise” to offer business a competitive rate equal to outside business rates, regardless of other considerations.   Interestingly, both groups stated high hopes for natural gas generational systems here in Vermont.  They thought this offered the best hope of meeting the environmentalist push and business needs for power at “fair” rates.(VBR, 2004 & RCC, 2004)  The CV executive went on to state that “only fossil fuels offer the quick response we need at this time.  Wind sounds good, but, with all the added costs your looking at an impossible situation with current land use practices and technology.  Gas is probably better, but, that will depend upon the state helping to control the market and get more users up here.” (CV, 2004)

The Implications for Vermont

     There are several major ramifications related to these attitudes and their effects into Vermont society:

· First, business creates jobs.  Jobs give people money(Disposable Income).  People like money.  If business can not make a profit, they can not create jobs, which will mean no money for people, which will mean a lot of very un-happy people…most of whom will translate into un-happy voter reaction.

· Money from people drives the economic sector.  Services and more businesses are created to take away the money people earn in their jobs.  No spending money (Disposable Income) then no services created, thusly even less jobs and more un-happy people who will express their displeasure through voting.

· Jobs create income, which the government can take away as taxes. .(Taxable Income)  No job equals no income which equals less tax input which equals fewer services provided by government.

· Fewer jobs equals less taxable income, which equals more people seeking assistance from a government with less income to offer help. Less help equals more social disorder, poverty, health issues, etc.

Essentially, we are left with a positive feedback loop whereby business creates jobs, which creates money, which powers an economy, which creates happy people, who then vote for politicians who, support business.  At least, that is the business opinion.  They do not see any environmental concerns as being a factor in people’s votes or actions.  One sided, perhaps.  Yet from their perspective, they see the environmental attitude as reducing their ability to make profit and therefore anti-Vermont economy.

      Not Chris or the anonymus interview people, nor any of the 25 persons questioned, saw any contradiction between supporting fossil fuel and the environment.  All felt that a “diversified” fuel source created the best chance for protecting any areas left.  No-one supported “Distributed Power” generation.  Each said it was hard to control, erratic in reliability and too costly to negotiate separate contracts.

Conclusion

     Oddly, neither myself, nor my wife, got the impression these business people were anti-environment.  Several are dedicated hunters and outdoorsmen or women who do contribute, heavily, to local environmental causes.  Yet, each was torn between the lifestyle and the compulsive (?) need for profit.  Chris Jakubowski may well even be motivated by two generations of influence who have convinced him profit is paramount.  Each of these people also enforce a pro-business mentality in their respective businesses.  They would not tolerate an employee who sacrificed any percent for a better state environment-unless there was profit somewhere.

      There may very well be options.  With the other generational systems being antiquated or obsolete, Vermont does have the timely opportunity to switch to gas generational systems.  Some state support, either tax incentives or out-right legal intervention, could encourage the building of new plants and a switch to more gas power.  Vermont can choose to invest in more modern and adequate transmission lines or systems.  Done carefully and with consideration, there can be little increased environmental impact.  Yet, the statement by Chris and the business- persons is quite telling.  They expect Vermont to be competitive with outside industry.  For Vermont, this would be difficult at best.
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