Comments for Quadrennial Energy Review, 4-21-14

Any discussion about energy policy is by implication also a discussion about global warming.  

Twenty years from now, it won’t matter what the price of natural gas was in 2014, 2017, or 2020---the only thing that’ll matter is whether or not we’ve avoided runaway, catastrophic global warming.

Everyone in this room, and especially every decision-maker, will be judged then not on what they did to bring down energy prices in the short term, but what they did to avert catastrophic global warming, and whether or not it was commensurate with the scale and the urgency of the problem.

Natural gas is a false solution to the climate crisis:  yes, it burns 50% cleaner than coal, but that’s very misleading because it leaves out the serious problem of methane leaks in the extraction and transport phases.  Methane is an extremely potent greenhouse gas:  it’s about 23 times as potent as CO2 over a 100 year time frame, but far worse—80-100 times as potent—over a 10-20 year time frame.   Because of this, researchers at Cornell University have found that the overall greenhouse gas footprint of fracked gas—which is what the Algonquin Pipeline delivers—is worse than that of coal over a 20-year time frame.  And it’s that next 10-20 years that’ll be absolutely pivotal if we want to avoid catastrophic climate change.  

Another problem with relying on natural gas as a “bridge fuel,” as Art Handy suggested earlier, is the idea that we can drastically grow a for-profit industry like natural gas and then expect it to simply step aside when we’re ready to make the transition to renewable energy.  To see how realistic this is, we only need to look at the track record of the oil industry.  Far from stepping aside and making way for renewables, the oil industry has spent millions of dollars blocking climate legislation, trying to defund EPA, and even deceiving the public about the science through a massive disinformation campaign.  The more we invest in this industry, the more we’re feeding the beast that we’ll ultimately have to fight if we want to stop global warming.

In fact, the ready availability of cheap natural gas is already slowing the growth of renewable energy by providing a “cheaper” alternative that’s perceived as “clean”—thus helping to create the need that it purports to fill.
Furthermore, whenever we build new infrastructure or expand existing infrastructure, we’re choosing our energy future for the next 30-50 years.  In fact, the International Energy Agency—hardly a radical environmental group—warned in 2011 that “anything built from now on that produces carbon will do so for decades, and this ‘lock-in’ effect will be the single most important factor increasing the danger of runaway climate change.”  Fatih Birol, the chief economist at the IEA, said “The door is closing; I am very worried—if we don’t change direction now on how we use energy, we will end up beyond what scientists tell us is the minimum [for safety].  The door will be closed forever.”  That’s the reality, and that’s the choice, that we face today.

Some of you are probably sympathetic to these concerns, but may wonder, “Isn’t renewable energy still decades away from having the potential to replace fossil fuels?”

To respond to that, I’d like to cite a study by Mark Jacobson and colleagues at Stanford University.  They came up with a roadmap for the country, individualized for each state, to meet 100% of its energy needs—not just electricity generation, but also transportation, home heating and cooling, everything—with renewables by 2050, with 80-85% of our energy needs being met by renewables by 2030.  And those renewable energy sources don’t include natural gas or nuclear energy.  The plan for Rhode Island, which I have here, calls for us to meet 63% of our energy needs with offshore wind, 17% from solar photovoltaic plants, 10% from onshore wind, and so on.  We have the technology to meet our state’s needs with 80% renewable energy by 2030, and 100% by 2050 —but that’s not going to happen if we keep building more pipelines for fossil fuels; it will only happen if we put all of our resources into cutting our energy consumption and ramping up production of renewable energy from now on.
Furthermore, investing in renewable energy and conservation now is the best thing we can do for our state’s economy in the long term.  The natural gas boom looks great now from an economic point of view, but in a few years, natural gas supplies will dwindle, extraction costs will increase, and worsening climate impacts will drive a policy shift to curtail and then phase out the burning of all fossil fuels at the state, national, and international levels.  
The real global energy revolution, which is still largely under the radar but is gathering steam and will soon become the fastest and most profound transformation the world has ever known, is the move away from all fossil fuels to renewables and conservation.  Our state is at a crossroads---we can continue to invest in the aptly named “fossil fuels,” which will soon go the way of the dinosaurs, or we can begin to think long-term, get ahead of the curve, and invest in green energy and conservation, thus taking our place as a leader in renewable energy and green technologies, while at the same time helping to secure a safe and livable future for our children.

Thank you.
