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SCIENCE

President Ford’s Energy Initiatives

In his State of the Union message President Ford devoted considerable
attention to energy. Critics will continue to find controversial aspects
of the proposals. However, in the speech and especially in a White
House—issued Fact Sheet accompanying the speech, the Administration
indicates good comprehension of the complex details and interactions
of the many aspects of the problem. This is in contrast to the material
that emanated from the White House during the last year and a half
of the Nixon Administration. Moreover, President Ford has seized the
initiative in energy matters. He looks good in comparison to members
of Congress, who have taken piecemeal initiatives but have presented no
comprehensive program. They have now merely responded negatively.

There is a substantial probability that Congress will make a big thing
out of expanding the inflationary tax-cutting program while emasculating
the Administration’s energy proposals. There is also likely to be a
big divisive fight about whether to tax or to ration shortages. Despite
all the rhetoric, energy will be scarce and costly and delays will only
exacerbate the problems. Moreover, this country continues a drift toward
greatly enhanced vulnerability to a new embargo and possible nuclear
confrontation. Domestic production is down. Imports of oil and its
products have been at an all-time high. Total inventories exceed those of
a year ago during the embargo by less than 4 days’ consumption.

Instead of dragging its feet in a way that will win it no lasting
respect, Congress should take the stance that the Administration does
not advocate going far enough fast enough. The White House has pro-
posed accumulating an insurance inventory of oil. However, the indicated
pace of implementation is slow. The Administration has estimated that
by 1985 this country should be producing 1 million barrels a day of
synthetic oil (less than 6 percent of present consumption). In no facet
of the President’s program is there an inspiring, challenging goal to
capture the public’s attention and admiration. This nation has shown
that when its intellectual and material resources are effectively employed
it can perform wonders.

This country can do better than hunkering down, vulnerable to
embargos, morosely awaiting the passage of 10 years for a promised
but, unlikely energy independence. This country can do better than
creating leaf-raking jobs for the unemployed or giving them small hand-
outs while there is much important work that should be done.

In the end, in order to achieve energy independence this country will
find it necessary to engage in vast construction programs. These will
include additions to existing plants to permit use of coal as a substitute
for oil or natural gas. Other major items needed will be installations
that produce liquid hydrocarbons from coal and shale, methane from
coal, and electricity from nuclear and fossil fuel sources. To get these
tasks done the federal government will have to provide some funds and
some guarantees of price floors on products.

The risks and the amounts of capital needed to move toward energy
independence are tremendous. Because of high interest rates, long con-
struction times, and substantial costs, the projected price of clean liquid
fuels is in the ncighborhood of $10 or more a barrel. This could easily
be undercut by foreign suppliers. However, once the original investments
were amortized the cost of producing liquid fuels would drop to half
the initial price or less.

To move expeditiously toward energy independence, it will be neces-
sary to remove bottlenecks in supplies through a system of priorities. It
will also be necessary to find better ways of balancing legitimate en-
vironmental concerns against energy requirements.—PHILIP H. ABELSON



