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Introductory Statement of Greg Wetstone, NRDC’s director of programs, at energy policy press conference, 2/6/01
Our objective this morning is an ambitious one. We seek to move America beyond the essentially fact-free discussion of energy policy we've had to date from President Bush and his administration.  The president’s public statements have included ominous signals about his desire to broadly weaken environmental safeguards to meet our nation's energy needs. He also has repeatedly called for drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, the apparent centerpiece of the Bush administration energy policy.  But these statements have occurred in a factual vacuum.

I suspect you have already heard about the devastating ecological destruction that would result from drilling in the Arctic Wildlife Refuge. Today, we are going to focus on another, even more fundamental, problem with the president's passion for an arctic drilling solution: It is not even remotely responsive to America's energy needs.

To begin with, under even the most optimistic scenario, not one drop of oil from the Arctic Refuge would reach American consumers for a decade, and we would not see peak production levels for 25 years. Even then, its contribution to our energy picture would be minuscule by any objective measure -- only 0.3 percent of global oil reserves.  Oil from the Arctic refuge would have virtually no impact on oil prices, domestic supplies or America's energy independence. (see figure 1 in the NRDC report.)

Today we offer an alternative energy vision -- one that is responsible not only environmentally, but also economically; one that recognizes that America cannot drill its way to energy security. The United States burns 25 percent of the world's oil, but is home to only 3 percent of the world's untapped reserves. Looking at these facts, it is clear to any objective observer that we can do much more by relying on available energy-efficient technologies than by destroying pristine wilderness for a tiny supply of oil. 

To site just two examples: Simply requiring replacement tires to be as efficient as those on new vehicles would save more oil than the Arctic Wildlife Refuge could produce. More compelling, even a modest, long-overdue, effort to improve vehicle fuel efficiency could save Americans billions of dollars at the pump and conserve more than 15 times the oil that the Arctic Refuge could produce. (see figure 3 in the NRDC report)

Unfortunately, we've heard very little about these, or the many other readily available options to conserve energy, from President Bush.  Yet the opportunities for major energy efficiency gains dwarf what we could produced if we drilled for oil in every wildlife refuge and national park in the country -- and of course these measures also help reduce smog and acid rain, and make important headway in the effort to address the most difficult and dangerous environmental problem our planet has ever faced, global warming.

Perhaps the most disturbing and telling aspect of the president's recent energy pronouncements is his apparent eagerness to use energy as an excuse to weaken environmental protection. He recently said, "If there's any environmental regulations … preventing California from having a 100 percent max output at their plants -- as I understand there may be -- then we need to relax those standards." 

No one knowledgeable about California's electricity woes has suggested that environmental safeguards are the problem. In late January, a spokesman for Reliant Power, one of Southern California's electricity suppliers, commented in the Los Angeles Times that the assertion that environmental regulations were restraining electricity output "is absolutely false." In fact, the Times could find only one small, obsolete plant that had to suspend operations temporarily to comply with air quality standards. It accounted for less than 0.2 percent of California's peak power needs.

The president is even more off base when he says that the California energy crisis is all the more reason why we need to drill in the Arctic Refuge. It is difficult to imagine how a tiny increase in available oil a decade from now could make any difference to California, especially given the fact that less than 1 percent of the state's electricity is produced from oil. (see figure 2 of the NRDC report).   The facts show clearly that oil supplies have absolutely nothing to do with California's energy problems.

With this event, and the energy vision we offer here, NRDC hopes to move the nation toward a fact-based energy discussion, one that focuses on our real problems and on protecting consumers from energy price spikes -- not on boosting oil industry profits.  
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