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Environmental worries alter 1990s energy agenda
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Five key issues will dominate the energy sector over the next decade, according to Lee Thomas,
former administrator of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. He made the prediction yesterday
in his keynote address on Energy and the Environment.

Global warming, nuclear power waste disposal, oil and gas exploration and production, urban smog,
and acid rain will command the attention of the energy community, due to a growing public concern,
he said.

The uncertainty of scientific predictions (beyond that of a rise in global temperatures) have not
persuaded politicians to delay action. Policymakers, he observed, are already divising reduction scena-
rios for chief environmental offrbon offender, including carbon dioxideemitting industries.

International treaties to control greenhouse-effect gases attributable to energy sources are of the
highest priority, he said. They should be patterned after the Montreal Protocol for Prevention of
Stratospheric. Ozone Depletion.

Solutions to sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide pollution, or acid rain, have major energy implica-
tions, particularly for coal-burning industries and “in the economic feasibilty of retrofitting older
power plants with flue gas desulphurization units.” But, Thomas asked, how much sulphur dioxide
and nitrogen oxide must be reduced, over what time frame ? And, will growing public outcries pressure
governments to abandon market-based alternatives for politicaily mandated solutions ?

The expanded use of nuclear energy may relieve the greenhouse effect. But, according to Thomas,
unresolved waste disposal issues and the potential for Chernobyl-like accidents have prompted many
countries, including the USA, to abandon the construction of new plants. Ultimately, public understan-
ding of these two key issues will determine nuclear energy’s future role.

“Additional oil exploration has been delayed, if not denied,” said Thomas, due to environmental
fears renewed by the Valdez oil spill off the Alaskan coast. He predicted that unresolved problems
with domestic oil and gas production waste will prompt a more restrictive political climate, forcing
a greater reliance on oil and gas imports.

The health and welfare of urban dwellers in nearly 100 U. S. cities and other world centres suffer
from the ill-effects of chemical smog. Thomas noted that stringent emission standards for vehicles,
the use of mandated alternative fuels and other measures are currently under debate in many political
arenas worldwide.

The environmental impact of human energy consumption focuses on the “conflict in the developing
world between the expansion of our economy and stagnation”, said Thomas. The energy sector must
be fully committed to resolving these issues through the use of sound science, cost-benefit analysis
and market-enforced solutions.

“These issues will challenge us to our maximum abilities,” said Thomas, “But these challenges
must be met.”
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