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SCIENCE

Energy Conservation Is Not Enough

President Carter’s National Energy Plan* is fated to be modified. Mr.
Carter made an important contribution by emphasizing the need for action,
by giving top priority to conservation, by calling for substitution of coal for
oil and gas, and by pushing for a strategic oil reserve. However, the legisla-
tion requested is complex and controversial. The public might have accept-
ed a gas guzzler tax and a gasoline tax if proceeds were used to expand
energy sources. But the coupling of energy and income redistribution has
elicited a strong negative response. Some congressmen report that mail has
been running as much as 9 to 1 against the gasoline tax.

Controversial proposals affecting automobiles have captured public atten-
tion while other features of the National Energy Plan have been neglected.
A questionable feature of the Plan is its treatment of the problems of pro-
ducing sufficient energy to meet national needs during the next decade. Mr.
Carter projects an increase in the gross national product of 46 percent by
1985. At the same time the Plan calls for an increase in use of energy of 33
percent. Up to the present there has been a one-to-one correlation between
energy use and GNP. Ultimately, through conservation, the two variables
will be partially decoupled, but that can come only slowly. Also question-
able are assumptions with respect to the supplies of energy that will be
available. One prediction of the Plan is that generation of electricity by use
of nuclear reactors will increase by a factor of 3.8 by 1985. Other sources
believe that generation will at best triple.

The crucial energy sources will be oil and natural gas. We derive 75 per-
cent of our energy from these sources, and the economy is tightly dependent
on them. Reserves of both have been dropping at the rate of 6 percent per
year. Last year oil reserves fell to 30.9 billion barrels; 2.8 billion barrels of
domestic oil were consumed. This was offset by 1.1 billion barrels of addi-
tions, most of them discoveries in existing fields or mere bookkeeping ad-
justments. Only 0.068 billion barrels were found in new fields. At the same
time, gas reserves fell to 216 trillion cubic feet while 19.5 trillion cubic feet
were produced. An offsetting 7.6 trillion cubic feet were added, but of these
only 1.4 trillion cubic feet were in new fields.¥.

Last year’s attrition of oil and gas reserves is a continuation of long-term
trends. In the face of this, the National Energy Plan predicts that in 1985 the
total amount of energy available from domestic oil and gas will equal that
available this year. Such optimism might be justified if the Plan provided
substantially increased incentives for creation of new supplies.

However, on balance, the proposals of the National Energy Plan are mild-
ly discouraging to the production of more coal, gas, or oil. For examples,
major users of low-sulfur coal are to be required to employ costly and trou-
blesome sulfur dioxide scrubbers. The price of intrastate natural gas is to be
reduced. Environmental considerations are likely to delay further explora-
tion of the outer continental shelves.

One of the especially meritorious proposals of the Plan is substitution of
coal for oil and gas. However, there is little in the Plan except tax provisions
that would be helpful in bringing about the substitution. The enormous prac-
tical problems of obtaining more supplies, adapting equipment to coal, and
meeting environmental standards are not addressed. There is no provision
for expediting major projects to obtain clean fuels from coal.

An important element that is missing from the Plan was pointed out by
President Carter. The missing element is inspiration. There is no basis in the
Plan for the public to hope that America’s technological capabilities will be
effectively marshaled to help solve a deepening energy deficit. Moreover,
those abroad who have looked to the United States for technological lead-
ership in this great crisis must turn elsewhere.—PHiLIP H. ABELSON

*Executive Office of the President, Energy Policy and Planning, The National Energy Plan (Gov-
ernment Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1977). 10il & Gas Journal, 18 April 1977, p. 19.



