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Solar Energy in the Political World:

How the Federal Government has affected the existence of renewable energy in the United States
In an article posted by Reuters on October 24, 2006, the global conservation group, formerly known as the WWF, stated that “humans are stripping nature at an unprecedented rate and will need two planets' worth of natural resources every year by 2050 on current trends” (Blanchard).  The report indicates that, if every other country were to use the same amount of energy as America does, five planets worth of resources would be needed to support the world.  America, as one of the largest consumer countries of energy, has been making attempts to implement methods for using alternate energy sources in order to preserve the already dwindling resources of its environment.  Although many advances have been made in alternate and renewable energy research, one major factor appears to stand in the way of its development:  the federal budget.  President George W. Bush and his administration have been making budget cuts in solar and other renewable energy programs due to the programs’ lack of popularity in the marketplace and little success in research and developmental advancements throughout the years.  However, many advocate groups for the use of renewable energy blame the field’s slow advancement on the lack of funding it is being allotted by the federal government.  Without interest, the government will not increase funding, but without funding, the opportunity for interest to expand is minimal.  The question of why the federal government has allowed outside interest groups to play an influential role on the decisions it makes regarding the nation’s environmental well being comes into play, as the American public’s national opinion continues to be overlooked.


When approached about the issue of global warming and its effects on the nation, most Americans would agree that it is indeed an issue and something should be done to fix it (Skylar and Sheinkopf).  However, very few realize the urgency in dramatically improving our living conditions in order to preserve the resources that are diminishing in front of our eyes. In the early 1990s, scientific researchers began recognizing the shifting experienced in global climate change.  Upon acknowledging the fact that global warming did exist, scientists sought after ways to alleviate this developing social problem.  In order to use sources already existing in our environment, alternative energy resources, such as solar energy, have come to the forefront in solutions.  The implementation of technologies that use solar energy, that is any form of energy radiated by the sun, date back to A.D. 100 when Northern Italian summer homes with windowed rooms were constructed using thin sheets of mica or selenite (Skylar and Sheinkopf 7).  From that time forward, inventors have created ways in which solar energy can be used to fuel our daily lives.  Innovations in solar water heating, solar pool heating, solar electricity, and even solar cooking are currently offered as an alternate means of energy.  The question remains, however, as to why more Americans are not taking advantage of these accessible energy-saving resources.  In comparison to other energies used to fuel the nation, “solar energy is the cleanest, safest, most environmentally gentle energy option” the United States has to offer (Skylar and Sheinkopf 13).  Yet, Skylar and Sheinkopf neglect to address the expenses that accompany the implementation of solar energy.  Because these are among the less popular of energy systems, solar energy technologies come with high costs in the marketplace.  Thus, fewer people have been prone to acquire them.  However, with the cooperation of the federal government, a change towards a more efficient, less costly solar future is possible.


The federal government is one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful, funding bodies in the United States.  When special programs, such as research in solar energy, need a larger budget in order to pursue further research and development, they look for aid from the government.  Granted, many businesses also provide a great amount of the funds going towards renewable energy resources.  By taking on a more active role in developing solar energy uses, their participation has made a great impact on the adoption of solar energy in our every day lives.  The federal government has relied heavily on the actions made by these businesses, applying for funding for the use of renewable energy sources in technologies and manufacturing processes.  According to President Bush’s plan, the participation of businesses in instituting solar technologies into their programs will help make the renewable energy industry more popular and competitive, driving the prices down for consumers.   As a national average, solar energy costs twice as much as conventional energy sources.  However, as trade develops, trade groups and the federal government hope that these new energies will be more accessible to the general public.  The U.S. Department of Energy will distribute $8 million to subsystem projects and up to $20 million for system-level projects these businesses hope to develop.  If such interest in the marketplace continues to grow, the U.S. Department of Energy will increase funding each year, reaching $65 million in the year 2009.  It is the responsibility of this interest, however, to continue to increase, for the federal government, although it is one of the most powerful money holders and distributors in America will not give funds to a scientifically technological form of production that is not producing.

However, despite the country’s current position in this growing energy crisis and the fact that only some businesses have decided to contribute to its growing effort, President Bush continues to devote a negligible amount of funding towards studies that may improve the environmental situation.  As part of the proposed fiscal 2002 budget, the Bush administration planned to slash more than $200 million from renewable energy and efficiency research programs, cutting the amount of spending on solar, wind and other renewable resource research in half.  Rather than putting a greater emphasis on research that would aid in preserving the nation’s resources for generations to come, the government gave “$1.2 billion in bonus bids to oil and natural gas leases in Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in 2004” (Doggett 2).  After admitting that the U.S. is “in its worst energy crisis since the Arab oil embargo of the 1970s,” Energy Secretary Spencer Abraham still believes the federal budget reductions were justified.  According to Abraham, there is no point in continuing financial support of energy programs when no applicable results had been produced in the common market.  


Alas, it is inevitable that global warming is becoming a rapidly mounting problem.  The use of renewable energy resources is detrimental to the country’s environmental sustainability.  Unable to ignore this fact, President Bush decided in 2004 that it was finally time to increase federal spending on the nation’s research and development.  In the 2004 budget proposal, federal spending for renewable energy technologies would be increased by $22 million.  Programs that had proved to be popular, such as the hydrogen research and development and the National Climate Change Technology, gained a great amount of federal support.  However, in order to promote these programs, funds from other sources had to be decreased.  Solar research suffered a decrease in funding of $7.3 million, wind research decreased $2.4 million, geothermal research decreased $4.5 million, and bio-mass research decreased $11.5 million.  Even as the federal government attempted to improve research in one of the departments that needed financial support, the Department of Energy, it still neglected to provide necessary funds for imperative development.  In its proposal for the fiscal year 2006 budget, the Bush administration planned to spend “over $1 billion to support the development of reliable, affordable and emissions-free sources of energy” (Doggett 2), however, this does not provide funding for renewable energies like wind, solar, geothermal, and biomass energy.  In reducing allotments to these areas of research, the government believes it is saving money.  Because the research of these energy resources has not offered impressive results, the federal government does not feel there is any sense in promoting something that will not spark interest in the marketplace.  Given the fact that scientific and statistical research have proven implementation of solar energy would be a wise investment, it would seem as though the government would only logically think that these resources are worth promoting.  Perhaps President Bush and his administration have allowed far too many voices to influence the political decisions being made.

These voices predominantly come from those of the lobbyists working for the U.S. oil industry.  Chris Horner, a lawyer from Washington, D.C., sent both an e-mail and PowerPoint presentation to the politicians and business owners of member nations of the European Union, in an attempt to persuade them to abandon commitments to the Kyoto Protocol.  The Kyoto Protocol was constructed by the United Nations as the initial step to implement the Framework Convention on Climate Change.  Its goal is to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations at a level that avoids "dangerous anthropogenic interference" with the climate system (O’Neill and Oppenheimer 1971).  This resolution, however, does not make for good business in the oil industry, considering the emissions produced by oil are of the most dangerous to human health and the environment (Morris).  Horner, also a senior fellow at the Competitive Enterprise Institute, has received funds of over $1.3 million from one of the most prominent oil producers, Exxon Mobil.  Therefore, he has made great effort to dispel the “global warming myth” and keep oil production up (O’Neill and Oppenheimer 1971).  Through the promotion of programs like the Global Climate Coalition, Horner, as well as others working for the oil production industry, have been able to affect the decision of President Bush to pull the U.S. out of its allegiance to the Kyoto Protocol.  Other corporations, like Esso, have devoted an exuberant amount of funds to the Republican Party in order to have a presence in decision-making related to climate change control.  In reports on the efforts made by Esso, Greenpeace states that “the US is responsible for emitting 25 percent of the main greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide” even though it only makes up five percent of the world’s population.  “Esso wants to keep it that way” (O’Neill and Oppenheimer 1971).  In 2004, Esso made $24 billion in profits worldwide, thereby enabling the company to continue to fuel the Bush administration with political donations.  The corporation gave $1.367 million to the Republican Party in the year 2000 and has been known to be one of the highest providers in political donations from oil companies.  With so much prominence in the political arena, oil companies and their lobby groups are granted far too much influence on the decisions made by the federal government.  Because pro-renewable energy groups cannot provide the same amount of funds as these pro-oil production groups, a great barrier between these two lobbies has been established.  The barrier that now divides these groups is the U.S. federal government.
Now, rather than instituting programs that help the nation’s environmental community,  the government is acting as a blockade, standing in the way of renewable energies being established in the marketplace.  According to renewable energy groups, limiting funds for the Department of Energy will do more harm than good in the government’s effort to find new ways of producing clean energy (ASES).  The reductions in the allotted budget for renewable energy research do not allow for any progress towards a solar future.  The programs being cut are currently saving consumers more than $25 billion each year, according to the Alliance to Save Energy.  Without these programs in place, that money would have to be made up by the citizens of America somehow, creating more financial strife than necessary.  Rather than fueling the growth of renewable energy technology that would not only have the potential to be sold to the masses in the American marketplace but also benefit America’s position in the rapidly expanding energy crisis, the federal government continues to allocate less of the federal budget to this department and more to other departments, including the Department of Defense and the Department of Health.  Measures must be taken in order to preserve the nation’s resources, and, even though the American public supports the use of renewable energy, the Bush administration finds other sources’ budgets to finance.

Even though the Department of Energy has received much less financial attention in comparison to other federal departments, President Bush does not wish to appear entirely unresponsive to the problem facing the nation with global warming.  The federal government has instituted plans to encourage companies to take advantage of renewable energy generation.  Through the use of “net metering” programs, the federal government provides incentive for consumers to invest in and install renewable energy technologies.  By definition of the U.S. Department of Energy, 

net metering enables customers to use their own generation to offset their consumption over a billing period by allowing their electric meters to turn backwards when they generate electricity in excess of the their demand. This offset means that customers receive retail prices for the excess electricity they generate. Without net metering, a second meter is usually installed to measure the electricity that flows back to the provider, with the provider purchasing the power at a rate much lower than the retail rate (U.S. Department of Energy).

As a system offered in more than thirty-five states, the federal government is making attempts to make solar and other renewable energy resources accessible to the national population.  The WorldWater & Power Corporation of New Jersey is among one of the companies taking part in the government’s efforts.  It announced on October 31, 2006 that it had been awarded $346,694 from the U.S. General Services Administration.  The federal government will now earn net metering credits for the solar electric production that has been predicted.  As more companies continue to take part in this net metering process, the Bush administration hopes that companies will drive down the cost of solar energy technologies so that the general public will have the opportunity to implement these technologies in its daily living.  


The small steps taken, such as net metering programs, are positive steps towards a solar future.  However, with the help of federal funding, much larger steps could be taken in order to speed up the process of living in a solar and renewable energy driven world.  What is puzzling is the fact that the nation supports the move towards a solar future and has pressured the Bush administration to adopt more programs to promote it.  In 2005, former national security officials banded together in recognition of America’s energy crisis.  Thirty-one officials addressed President Bush in a letter requesting for America to seek less dependence on foreign oil producers and for more funding to be devoted towards energy efficiencies.  Men like Frank Gaffney, head of the Center for Security Policy; Robert MacFarlene, former President Reagan’s national security advisor; and James Woosely, Central Intelligence Agency director under President Clinton called for a shift in priorities on the part of our current President (Baltimore).  Using the last of our resources is not the answer, and the citizens of the United States, including those who have worked with the federal government, have recognized that.


Since 1998, the American Solar Energy Society has been calling upon the U.S. federal government to eliminate any regulations that prevent the purchasing of renewable energy.  The public agrees.  In the same year, “three quarters of Americans favor[ed] increasing government purchase of renewable energy” and the numbers continue to escalate (Xinhua News Agency).  Public opinion polls conducted by ASES were found to have the majority of the public supporting the use of renewable energy.  It is common belief that this kind of purchasing would be “a wise investment…an investment with a return that will far exceed its costs” (Xinhua News Agency).  If the majority of the country is behind the use of renewable energy sources, the federal government appears to be in the minority.  However, is it not the responsibility of the government to serve the majority?  In its democratic practice, the government is supposed to represent the wants and needs of the masses, not merely a select group of big businesses that happen to have enough money to sway its decisions.  


The American Solar Energy Society (ASES) is one of the most prominent advocate groups for renewable energy.  It believes that the federal government has the ability to influence the market in regards to renewable energy use through purchasing decisions.  If the government took the initiative to purchase solar, wind and other renewable energy technologies, the net manufacturing costs of the technologies would lower significantly.  Thus, demand in the private market would increase, production levels would heighten, and the utilization of the technologies would amplify immensely.  If the federal government took this first major step towards implementing renewable energy technologies, the market would open to a willing American population and the evolution of a sustainable, solar future would be achieved.


The market, although a key factor in developing solar energy technologies, is not the only reason to consider adopting renewable energy use.  A much greater cause is worth a significant amount of regard:  the well being of the entire globe.  This ever expanding problem of global warming effects not only developed nations such as the United States, but also countries that have unstable economies.  In terms of global warming, these nations are the ones who suffer the most because they “have done the least to contribute to it and…are least able to cope with its impacts” (O’Neill and Oppenheimer 1972).  Areas such as the Amazon, Haiti, Colombia, and the Andes have experienced the direct effects of extreme climate change, including droughts, flooding, vanishing glaciers, and extreme temperature change.  Because these Latin American countries have a much lower economic status in comparison to the United States, it is even more difficult for them to adopt alternative energy uses.  As a developed nation with a stable economy, America has an obligation to its fellow nations to do what it can to decrease the harsh effects of global warming.  We, as Americans, have not seen the effects of this energy crisis like members of other nations.  The United States has not experienced water shortages, crop failure, chronic malnutrition, and disease.  But Latin American countries have.  As Juan Mayr once said in relation to this issue, "it's about an ethical commitment that can be put off no longer."  America has the power to make a change and the federal government is the outlet.  However, in order to make any kind of impact, President Bush and his administration must make solar and other alternate energy resources more accessible to the public so that the nation as a whole can work to resolve the state of crisis we are in.


Not only does the federal government have a responsibility to provide the public with resources and energy technologies, but it must also present to Americans the information necessary to understand why the use of renewable energy is so important to our future environment.  A small sample of college students took part in a discussion about what they knew about global warming.  Of the fifteen or so students who participated, only three gave knowledgeable responses.  One revealed information about ice caps melting and the effect of the rising sea levels on our planet.  Another offered the notion that global warming is known by some people as merely a myth, not something that the general public accepts as completely factual in its existence.  As part of a highly intellectual group of young adults, these students may be considered representatives of the mass population of the United States.  If only a fifth of the class could comment on our growing energy crisis, what does that say about the knowledge of our nation?  Granted, these students cannot speak on behalf of every individual living in the United States.  Many citizens may be well aware of the effects of global warming and are implementing the use of renewable energy resources, like solar energy, in their very own homes today.  However, obviously there are not enough people making the switch to energy conserving methods in order to make an impact on the national average.  Without an informed population, the production of solar energy technologies is pointless.  Once the products are made accessible to the public, the public must know why the purchase of these products is so essential.  Efforts cannot be made solely on the parts of the federal government and manufacturing businesses.  The general consumers are the key element that will enable the United States to move towards a solar future.


The development of solar and other renewable energy technologies has played an essential role in the fight against global warming.  Since the knowledge of its existence, scientists have invented methods in which energy can be derived from our own sources, such as the sun, as opposed to relying on obtaining our country’s means of energy from foreign producers.  Because of scientists’ tireless efforts, a solar future has been made possible.  However, the implementation of these energy technologies has been delayed.  The American public, although more than willing to adopt alternative resources, is unable to do so due to the cost of energy-efficient equipment.  But, there is a solution to this problem.  As with any new technology on the market, price often decreases as the product becomes more popular.  In order to gain popularity, the federal government has the power to give more funds to the departments that are working on the solar products meant for use by the masses.  President Bush and his administration have been reluctant to distribute such necessary funds, for other companies have made their presence known in the government’s decision-making process.  Lobby groups from the oil production industry have given significant donations to the Republican Party, and thus have been able to influence the decisions of said party when faced with resolutions in energy efficiency.  Despite the American public’s wishes to allot more of the federal budget to renewable energy resource research and development, the federal government continues to give trifling amounts of funding to such programs.  President Bush and his fellow governing officials have the power make a change in our staggering position in the current energy crisis.  However, because certain interests groups have large amounts of money to distribute and a wealth of popularity, they have obtained an indomitable presence in the political world.  But, is it not the responsibility of the government to serve its people?  When the majority of a nation is in support of using renewable energy, the government should reflect that support.  Unfortunately, the influence of outside interest groups has made such a large impact on the government that decisions are now made in favor of the minority rather than the majority.  Although it has the ability to promote solar energy in the political world, the federal government has drastically limited the existence of renewable energy in the United States.  As the knowledge of the extremely relevant issue of global warming grows, a greater body can influence the government to change its ways.  Little by little, with college presentations, websites created by lobby groups in favor of converting to solar energy, and updated reports about the current state of areas witnessing direct affects of global warming, people will come to realize that this is not a mere issue to overlook.  Perhaps if the public works together, spreading information to the masses, more will choose to take action in promoting a safer, healthier environment.  The federal government may be restricted by the big oil industry, but, perhaps with the cooperation and participation of the entire nation, it will see how imperative it is to take action against our growing energy crisis.  No longer can the government allow the small voice with a great financial backing be heard over the voices of many that reflect the wants of the nation.  It must listen to the voice that speaks not for status or financial gain but for purposes of the country’s well being.
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Reflection


The HNRS 110 course, Introduction to Research, might have been one of the most useful courses of my college career thus far.  Coming in as a freshman, unaware of any of the resources provided by George Mason University, this class has supplied me with a new kind of knowledge that I know will be beneficial to my academic future.  From the choice of my research topic to the hunt for resources using the Research Log to the conclusion of my research paper, I learned how much work does go into the research process.  It is a difficult and often tedious process, but all the work put in is represented in the final product at the end, making every effort worthwhile.


Choosing a research topic seemed simple at first, but once I realized how many different elements go into developing a research problem from it, I found out that picking a topic is not as easy as it seems.  After receiving the research assignment in the summer, I immediately looked into controversial issues in the news at the present time.  Global warming, being a hot topic of debate for quite some time, seemed to be a good choice.  I figured I would have no trouble finding information about it.  Little did I know how broad of a topic global warming is.  There are so many aspects of the topic that it would take volumes to cover it in its entirety.  Therefore, I had to decide what approach I wanted to take.  At first I researched in areas relating to the use of renewable resources and its feasibility the American economy.  That was also broad.  Then, when I read articles with various perspectives, I discovered that the role of the government came up quite a few times.  Being a Government and International Politics major, this was definitely a research topic I was more than willing to explore.  Thus, through the search and research of multiple perspectives on global warming, I was able to develop a focused topic.


Once I had established my research topic and problem, I had to apply the assignments of the Research Log to my field of interest.  At first it seemed as though the assignments were merely busy work.  I did not understand why I was not working on assignments that pertained directly to my paper.  However, now I realized that they pertained to my paper indirectly.  Having all of my sources already set up in the Endnote Library made finding evidence much less stressful when it came time to write the physical paper.  Also, I was introduced to all of the resources at the Mason library.  Without being assigned the work, I would have never known about the databases filled with information or the assistance of the library in obtaining necessary resources.  With this knowledge and experience with the system, research projects will be much less complicated in the future for I know exactly what is provided by the campus library.


Finally, writing my research paper brought all of the work done throughout the first part of the semester to a close.  The final product, which I had been anxious about throughout the entire semester, was finished with much more ease than I had thought it would.  Because I had done continuous research with every passing week rather than waiting until the very last moment, I was able to write a research paper with a knowledgeable background and mastership of the topic.  Without the research leading up to the paper, I would not have been able to write over ten pages worth of argumentative information that flowed well.  But, I did the most essential work little by little, making the process of writing my paper come naturally.


Although it was a lot of work and the process seemed to be never ending, the research conducted through the HNRS 110 class has been a tremendous help to my understanding of the research process.  My high school education certainly did not match the standard upheld at the college level.  Now, with the knowledge I have received from this course, I can confidently say that I am well aware of the resources provided by George Mason University and understand what writing a well-researched, scholarly paper entails.
