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The Energy Future Ain't What It Used To Be
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The price of natural gas and electricity will be
low over the next quarter-century, and crude oil will
become more expensive but not radically so, the
Energy Department predicted on Thursday, in a
report that contradicts widely held notions.

And even without a national global warming law,
American carbon dioxide emissions will not
inexorably set new records; they will stay below
the rate of 2005 for the next 15 years because of

economic forces, the forecast said.

The department®@s Energy Information
Administration issues an Annual Energy Outlook
every March, and on Thursday it released a
summary of what it plans to say in March 2011.
Real life seldom unfolds as the government
expects, so the numbers should be treated only as
informed guesses, but the changes in the
government®@s projections from year to year can

be instructive.

The big change is the amount of natural gas

available in shale formations. The department
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nearly doubled its estimate in the new projection

from the one it issued a year ago. As a result, it is
predicting that natural gas will remain under $5per
million cubic feet through 2022. Before the
recession, it sold for over $12; the price lately has
been between $4 and $4.50. Natural gas will
increase its share of the electricity market, one
factor that will drive down carbon emissions, the

government predicted.

The international price of oil will rise, but in 2035
it will not be radically higher than it has been lately,
perhaps $125 a barrel in current dollars, according
to the projection. Oil has recently been approaching
$90 a barrel.

The information released on Thursday was based
on what the government calls a reference case, or
estimate; its report in March will also include a low
case and a high case. Among the major changes
from last year, it projected that the price of a
kilowatt-hour of electricity in 2035 will be 9.2
cents; last year it estimated that would be 10.3

cents. The price in 2009 was 9.8 cents.

Lower electricity prices are important because as
they decline, the economic argument for building
nuclear reactors, wind machines or solar cells gets
weaker, as does the economic argument for more
energy-efficient appliances. (The lack of a pricing

structure for carbon dioxide also reduces the
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impetus toward adopting carbon-free sources of

power generation; the new projection does not
assume that Congress will have enacted a cap-and-
trade law or a similar rule that would make carbon

dioxide emissions more costly.)

In fact, though, the new projection assumes that
tighter efficiency standards for appliances will help
hold demand down, thus weakening the demand
for fuels.

The projection also makes a technological
judgment that the rules set by Congress for the use
of advanced biofuels -- that is, ethanol and similar
fuels that are made from forest waste, garbage or
the nonfood portion of crops ? simply will not be

achievable.

In fact, the Environmental Protection Agency has
already radically cut the quota for advanced
biofuels for this year and next, to the dismay of the
industry. The Energy Department projects that
liquid biofuels of all kinds, including corn-based
ethanol, will account for reach 3 percent of energy

consumption by 2035.

In 2035 American production of coal will be 21
percent higher than it was in the recession year of
2009, the outlook suggests, although that fuel will
make up a slightly smaller slice of the bigger
energy pie. No new conventional coal plants will be

built beyond the ones already under construction
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under this projection.

Nuclear energy production will be about 12.7 A F R} AR FAET 12.7% 2718 RS
percent higher than it is today, domestic crude oil 2 oo il YeAARES oF7te] Ak AG
production will be up slightly, and oil imports will Q]2 o7kl 3j2tAE BdAolga RIAL &3},
be down slightly, the report predicted.

72 + Journal of the Electrical World / Monthly Magazine



