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THE BIG CARBON DIOXIDE REDUCTION DEBATE

For the past couple of weeks, representatives from 160 nations were in the Hague arguing about whose “ox will be gored” in the effort to cut emissions of carbon dioxide.  According to news reports, it was something like 156 to 4 against the United States.  Canada, Australia, and Japan joined the U.S. in negotiations.  Carbon dioxide is formed when carbon-containing fuels are burned.  It’s the focus of climate warming theories, though other pollutants such as Freon and methane are also important.

In 1997, the same nations met in Kyoto and assigned quotas for reducing carbon dioxide emissions.  In 1990, the United States was responsible for some 23 percent of the carbon dioxide released to the atmosphere.  So, the Kyoto protocols required the U.S. to reduce its output to 7 percent below 1990 levels, while other developed countries, such as Britain, France and Germany, need only reduce their output by 5 percent below 1990 levels.  Underdeveloped countries needn’t reduce at all.  In fact, many could increase their emissions.

All this went over like lead balloons with U.S. interests.  So, when our delegation went to the Hague, they had an alternate proposal.  We in the U.S. have a tremendous acreage of forests, pastures, and farms that soak up carbon dioxide – and we argued that we should get credit for it.  Naturally, industrial countries without large forests and farmlands don’t agree.

Now, here’s our problem.  Since the 1997 Kyoto conference, our production of carbon gases has risen another 18 percent over 1990 levels.  And, according to estimates,  we’re likely to add another 16 percent before the 2012 deadline for reducing carbon dioxide emissions.  So, the task has changed from a difficult 7 percent below 1990 levels to a daunting 25 percent today.  And if we continue the trend, it will become a horrendous 41 percent task.

There’s some validity to the U.S. position.  Worldwide, it’s estimated, almost 30 percent of the carbon dioxide produced by human activity is absorbed by vegetation.  So, perhaps we should get credit for vegetation in the U.S. absorbing a lot of greenhouse gas.  But, how do we measure how much is absorbed?  Can we monitor increases and decreases in absorption by a forest or farm?  Of course, those are figures we should know anyway in the development of climate warming theories, so experts are working on that problem.

Can we reduce emissions of carbon dioxide significantly?   In a recent article for “Physics Today,” Arthur Rosenfeld (a California Energy Commissioner), Tina Kaarsberg (a U.S. Department of Energy specialist), and Joseph Romm (Director of the Center for Energy and Climate Solutions) argue that we can. 

For example, they point to our program for energy efficient refrigerators.  Electric power consumption by refrigerators has already dropped to one-quarter of the1974 consumption, even though average refrigerator size has increased.  By 2001, the authors estimate, power saved by refrigerators will produce savings of $16 billion per year, compared to 1974.  That’s equal to the wholesale value of all nuclear power sold in the U.S. last year.

Rosenfeld, Kaarsberg, and Romm explain that transportation accounts for one-quarter of the energy use in the U.S. and one-third of the carbon emissions.  They also note that for almost a decade, we were making great progress toward increasing the efficiency of automobiles.  But for the past fifteen years, progress has stalled and average mileage for autos and light trucks has remained level. 

 But, the percentage of light trucks (this includes minivans and SUVs) has increased from 29 percent to 44 percent of the fleet.  The result?  Mileage over the past decade has decreased.  If the mix of autos and light trucks had not changed, they estimate, average fleet fuel economy would be 30.5 miles per gallon currently, instead of today’s 24.5 miles per gallon.  If the auto industry had not added power and weight to autos, as they have over the past decade, the average economy would be 34 miles per gallon.  And, according to the authors, average economy of autos could be doubled with no loss in power by using gasoline-electric hybrid engines. 

Using efficient natural gas turbines for power generation, utilizing heat losses in power generators for heating (or cooling) systems, and using energy efficient building materials, etc. can cut our energy use.  A study conducted by five National Laboratories in which all these ideas, and more, were explored, concluded that we could meet our assigned goal of reducing carbon dioxide emissions to less than 1990 levels -- if we had the commitment to do so.

Many of the energy saving ideas will save money, but some will cost money.  Still, the cost of energy efficient industrial equipment might be comparable to the cost of buying pollution credits.  And saving energy would benefit us all in the long run – whether or not we believe man is causing global warming.   

