Low Priority for Clinch River

The Department of Energy’s top research advisory committee has
recommended that funding for the Clinch River Breeder Reactor be
terminated and that the savings be channeled into higher priority areas such
as conservation and environmental R & D. The recommendations, made
last month by the Energy Research Advisory Board (ERAB), have had little
influence on the Reagan Administration’s budget proposals for fiscal year
(FY) 1983, but they are sure to figure prominently in the annual con-
gressional skirmishing over the breeder reactor program.

The committee was asked last August by Deputy Secretary of Energy W.
Kenneth Davis to take a look at DOE’s research priorities in the light of the
Reagan Administration’s professed desire to get the government out of
projects that it believes private industry should fund and to concentrate
instead on long-term, high-risk R & D. The ERAB report is perhaps the
most detailed critique so far of DOE’s new research directions.

ERAB essentially concurred with DOE’s overall goals but concluded that
too large a fraction of R & D funds is going to electric power programs in
general and into nuclear energy in particular. Conservation R & D, in
comparison, is being underfunded, the committee argued, suggesting that
““the budget needs a reordering of priorities to reflect better the
opportunities that exist for efficiency improvements and the unique Federal
role in conservation R & D.”’ In response to the argument that private
industry will do all the research that is needed in conservation, ERAB
pointed out that many sectors—such as the building industry—are too
fragmented to mount an adequate research program.

These arguments seem to have fallen on deaf ears in the Administration,
however. Reagan’s budget proposals for FY 1982 would have raised the
share of DOE’s energy R & D funds claimed by electric power programs
from 63 percent to 77 percent, chiefly by boosting spending on nuclear
programs, and they would have reduced the share going to conservation
from 16 percent to 8 percent. The FY 1983 proposals, which will be sent to
Congress early in February, are aimed at shifting the balance even further
toward electricity supply technologies. According to widely leaked figures,
the Office of Management and Budget is proposing virtually to eliminate
spending on conservation R & D, while the nuclear budget is slated for
another large increase.

The ERAB report suggests, however, that by shifting priorities away
from some expensive supply technologies and putting more emphasis on
conservation, DOE could actually reduce its research spending while
buying a more effective program. Among its recommendations are the
following:

® Delay construction of a demonstration breeder reactor. Sufficient coal
and uranium supplies exist to satisfy projected electricity demand for at
least 40 years, and thus a demonstration plant is not urgently required, the
panel argues. Continuation of research on breeder technologies is justified,
however.

® Reduce or eliminate funding for the development of wind technolo-
gies, geothermal energy, magnetohydrodynamics, and hydropower. These
technologies are either of limited potential or are at the stage where private
industry should take over, ERAB says.,

® Terminate DOE support for electric vehicle R & D.

® Increase funding for R & D aimed at improving the use of energy in
buildings. The building industry is too fragmented and is in too shaky a
financial state to support adequate R & D, the report argues, yet the payoff
from such research would be very high. For similar reasons, ERAB
recommends an increase in support for R & D on industrial energy
conservation.

® Increase funding for research on the impact of rising levels of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere and on the effects of acid rain.

® Finally, DOE’s basic research and technology base programs should
receive higher priority because industry is unlikely to provide sufficient
support to offset federal reductions.—COLIN NORMAN
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most nonnuclear technologies and elimi-
nated parts of DOE concerned with
some regulations. Thus, Energy Secre-
tary Edwards said, in a press briefing
when the plan was announced, that most
of the financial savings will be made
before DOE is scrapped.

A major unknown in all this is how
Congress will react to the proposal. The
plan was announced the day after Con-
gress adjourned for a 6-week break. Re-
action was thus somewhat muted. Suffi-
cient opposition had developed even be-
fore the formal announcement, however,
to suggest that a lively debate is in store.

The plan will come under attack on
three grounds. First, several members of
Congress have expressed doubts about
the wisdom of downgrading energy pro-
grams from a Cabinet-level department.
Senator Henry M. Jackson (D-Wash.),
for example, has called the proposal a
“‘tragedy”’ that will weaken the United
States’ drive for energy independence.
Second, fears have been raised that sup-
port for nonnuclear energy R & D will
be even further eroded if energy pro-
grams are subsumed in a sub-Cabinet
agency. Republicans and Democrats on
the House and Senate energy commit-
tees have already expressed displeasure
at the fact that DOE virtually dismantled
many conservation and alternative ener-
gy programs even before Congress com-
pleted work on DOE’s budget. And final-
ly, 13 senators have sent a letter tc
President Reagan protesting the transfer
of DOE’s weapons programs to the De-
partment of Commerce. They would pre-
fer the establishment of a new agency in
the Department of Defense to handle
nuclear programs—a move that would
end nearly 40 years of civilian control
over nuclear materials—or the reincar-
nation of an autonomous body like the
old Atomic Energy Commission.

Whatever Congress finally decides to
do with Reagan’s proposal, there is no
doubt that the uncertainty over DOE’s
fate has already taken a heavy toll on
morale in the department. By next Octo-
ber, DOE will be slimmed down to some
16,000 employees, almost 4,000 fewer
than when the Reagan Administration
took control. More than half the reduc-
tion has already taken place, and the rest
will happen whether or not DOE is dis-
mantled. In addition, many jobs have
been downgraded and thousands of em-
ployees have been reassigned to new
posts. “If you don’t have a lot of tenure
here, it’s probably wise to be looking for
ajob,” says an employee in the solar and
renewable energy division, which has
been among the hardest hit by cuts so
far.—CorLIN NORMAN
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