Congressman Bartlett and Conservation

Congressman Roscoe Bartlett (R-Md.) recently told members of a Congressional Commission that energy will be the dominant issue affecting our nation and our world in the 21st Century.  You can read the details on his website.  He noted that most petroleum experts project a peak in world oil production will occur before 2020.  In fact, a peak in production for conventional oil, lease condensates and natural gas liquids already occurred in May, 2005 at 82.08 million barrels per day and a peak in the production of all liquids occurred in July, 2006 at 85.43 million barrels per day.  Total yearly production has been declining since 2005.  Because the U.S. is the most oil dependent economy in the world, the Government Accounting Office projects the consequences of peak for the U.S. will be devastating. 

Congressman Bartlett said. “Post-oil. The Chinese get it. I wish Americans and our national leadership understood this…  The Chinese have a five point program to plan for peak and post-oil: 1. Conservation 2. Increase the proportion of domestic sources of energy. 3. Diversify sources of energy. 4. Limit negative impact on the environment 5. Engage in international cooperation.  These are exactly the correct steps and steps that the U.S. should be undertaking.  …The U.S. is not preparing at all.”

I wish to emphasize the three salient points Bartlett makes: that the U.S. does have a very serious energy problem, we are not at all prepared, and the most effective solution is conservation.

From the British Petroleum 2006 Statistical Review we learn that Humans currently use 10878.5 million tons of oil equivalent energy every year.  Today 86% of our energy comes from fossil fuels and 6%, or 645.5 million tons of oil equivalent energy, comes from Nuclear power.  

Conventional wisdom does not question the potential availability of nuclear energy.  Even opponents generally assume there is enough uranium, focusing instead on safety and security issues, and proponents, including many environmentalists, believe it is an unlimited source of clean power.  Perhaps that’s not the case.  We have produced 2,300 kt to date since 1945 and have perhaps 210 kt of this remaining in stockpiles.  We consume 67 ktons of uranium every year but produce only 42 kt each year drawing the remaining 25 kt from stock.  At the current rates of production and consumption, we will deplete these stockpiles by 2015.  

Germany refers to the known uranium which is in the range of already produced uranium, i.e., below $40/kgU, as reserves.  We have 1,947 kt reserves yet to be produced.  The principle driver to the production cost is the concentration of Uranium in the ore.  90% of the world wide resources have ore grades less than 1% and 70% are below 0.1%.  Below about 0.02% the energy needed to extract and process the ore together with the energy required to construct and maintain the reactor approach or even exceed the energy produced by the reactor so such ores will likely never be produced. These numbers are from the Energy Watch Group 2006 Uranium Resources and Nuclear Power report.

Forecasts for nuclear energy growth range from the International Energy Agency (IEA) standard scenario of 0.5% each year to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) projected growth rate as high as 2.6% per year.  

At the lowest level of IEA projected growth, all uranium reserves will be gone in 28 years.  At the highest possible level of growth estimated by the IAEA, they will be gone in 23 years.  It would take less than 2 years to use up all Uranium reserves at the current rate of total world energy consumption, and only 13 years to consume  all of the probable, possible, prognosticated and speculative resources, much of which either has concentrations below the useable threshold or may not even exist.  

The Energy Watch Group report says that because of the cost and difficulty of building reactors, installed capacity is more likely to decline by 2030 than follow any of the growth trends of the IEA or the IAEA.

Nuclear power can not replace fossil fuels.

As Congressman Bartlett points out, there is only one technology which can replace a substantial portion of fossil fuel energy: conservation.  

Loudoun County residents are particularly vulnerable because of our long daily commutes and the plethora of inefficient supersized houses, which as one pundit put it, seem to be designed for families who can’t stand each other.  We will continue to face escalating energy and food costs with the national rush to waste tax dollars on corn ethanol and other pork programs.  We can best prepare by supporting green building construction mandates, build-out of alternative local energy sources such as wind, geothermal and solar, mass transportation, and preservation of local agriculture, i.e., conservation of the remaining rural character of Loudoun County.
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