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I want to thank the University of Houston Law Center for hosting this 
conference and, certainly, for allowing me to come and participate in it.  
It’s an exciting time in the energy industry, and I’m privileged to take part, 
not only in this discussion, but to be a part of it at the federal level.  And 
it’s exactly the type of conversation that needs to be occurring all over our 
country.  I want to thank Emily Kennedy for asking me to come today, and 
as I look out and I see people like Karl Rabago, whom you already know 
and who has been an old friend of mine for a long time, and Abel Pena, 
who was an Undersecretary of Energy under the Clinton administration, 
and I don’t know who all else is here right now, but it’s wonderful to see all 
of you. 

You already know that I’m in my fifth term now in the House of 
Representatives.  I chair the Energy and Environment Subcommittee on the 
House Committee on Science and Technology.  The Committee does have 
jurisdiction over the Department of Energy’s nonmilitary national 
laboratories, civilian energy research, development and demonstration 
programs, and commercial application of energy technology activities.  It is 
the research and technology aspect of renewable energy that I’m pushing to 
the forefront in this Congressional Subcommittee, and I think that’s going 
to be probably of key interest and importance as we go through this 
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particular Congress. 
For many compelling reasons, it’s becoming increasingly evident that 

clean, nontraditional energy sources will play a larger role in our future.  
To make this case, let me run down a few energy-related trends that have 
emerged in recent years.  Things like pressures on supply, rising demand, 
economic vulnerability, foreign policy considerations, homeland security, 
and climate change.  Under pressures on supply, traditional energy sources, 
notably gas and oil, are becoming increasingly difficult to access.  This is 
forcing exploration companies to invest in increasingly risky geologic, 
geographic, and geopolitical environments.  Places like the deep waters of 
the Gulf of Mexico; remote areas in hostile climates, like Siberia; and the 
territories of politically unstable regimes, like Nigeria.  The risks of 
exploration and supply-disruption rise through these actions, and the costs 
of oil and fossil fuels goes right along with the risks. 

Rising demand: As supplies are becoming more difficult to find and 
extract, global demand for traditional energy sources is steadily rising, 
fueled especially by explosive economic growth in both India and China.  
Rising demand coupled with tight supply is a recipe for higher prices at 
best and can lead to heightened international tensions.  We currently import 
about 60% of the oil that we use, and that share is growing.  Our growing 
reliance on imported energy mirrors the rising economic concern of our 
country, including the role that it plays in our enormous trade deficit.  We 
spent, America spent, $20.9 billion on petroleum energy imports last 
December, in one month, that month alone.  Perhaps the greatest economic 
concern, however, is just how vulnerable our economy is to any disruption 
of flow of oil or gas.  Even though we have a strategic petroleum reserve 
plan, our economic health is dependent at all times on the uninterrupted 
flow of energy from abroad. 

Foreign policy considerations and homeland security: Our nation’s 
increasing reliance on energy directly connects us with unstable regions of 
the world that affect our foreign policy.  We are forced to deal with 
supplier countries like Iran, Sudan, and Venezuela.  Their dictators and 
political leaders are not our allies, but we maintain the relationship through 
the commerce of oil and petroleum.  This is why homeland security is such 
an important reason to attain energy independence, and I should remind 
everyone that our economic health depends on a continuing flow of 
petroleum from countries like Iran, even if the oil in our own tanks comes 
from our North Slope of Alaska or the Gulf of Mexico.  Iran knows that 
they are part of the world’s supply, major suppliers, that sets the price in 
markets, which is why they can act so brazenly and continue to, continue 
with their nuclear development program, or even sponsor, supposedly 
sponsor, terrorism and terrorist activities. 

And climate change, finally, we cannot ignore the mounting scientific 
evidence on the issue of global climate change.  There is now almost 
universal consensus in the global community that climate change is real; 
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that it is happening more quickly than previously suspected; that it poses 
severe threats to our civilization; and the burning of carbon-rich fossil fuels 
is a primary contributing cause.  So we need to find innovative ways to 
curtail our CO2 emissions from coal, oil, and, to a lesser extent, natural gas, 
while continuing to fuel a robust economy for our citizens.  These efforts 
will require unprecedented levels of international cooperation.  According 
to the New York Times, China switches on, and you’ve been reading about 
the U.S., with our 150 plants, but China switches on a new coal-fired plant 
every one week to ten days.  Time is of the essence because deferring 
action will only limit our options in the future. 

Well, these are all factors beyond our direct control as individuals, or 
as a nation.  Yet, they are converging in a way that stands to completely 
change the context in which we make decisions about how we use energy, 
forcing us to explore new ways to meet our energy needs.  We all know 
that businesses aim to turn a profit.  So what’s the role of government? 
Well, businesses usually do this by innovating new ways to meet customer 
needs.  If they do it successfully, they prosper, and if they don’t they cease 
to exist.  The government, on the other hand, is supposed to protect and 
advance the well-being of society as a whole.  One of the ways 
governments do this is through a careful integration of policies that reflect 
the shared values of society.  Government also acts as a regulatory body to 
ensure that businesses advance—or at least don’t do harm—to the public 
interest, even as they focus on meeting their immediate customer’s 
interests, just as pharmaceutical companies have to demonstrate that their 
products are safe before they can bring them to market, or just as tobacco 
companies are prohibited from marketing to minors.  Whenever we adopt 
new policies in government, the overall public interest must be at the 
forefront of our thinking.  It is the public sector equivalent to answering to 
our shareholders, if you will.  Well, here we also have the luxury, as a 
wealthy nation, of advancing the public interest by investing in the research 
and development of potentially transformational technologies.  Examples 
range in everything from research into weapons technology to 
environmental cleanup methods.  Energy certainly qualifies as a potentially 
transformational technology, and it needs to be high on the priority list for 
government-supported research efforts.  Energy is a fascinating product 
because every single member of society is a customer.  None of us can 
choose not to be consumers of energy.  So even though energy services and 
technologies are ultimately provided by the private sector, there is a 
compelling interest for government involvement to protect and advance the 
public interest—in other words, to ensure that we meet our collective 
energy needs in a way that addresses the mounting public concerns that 
I’ve already talked about.  After all, the consequences of our collective 
energy choices affect all of us.  The challenge for the public sector is to 
spur innovation and entrepreneurship, not to smother it. 

So what role does government play in promoting renewables? Of the 
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two types of barriers discussed at this conference, economic and 
environmental, let us first examine how government might help overcome 
the economic barriers.  Critics of renewable energies, including biofuels 
and wind power, often focus on the economic weaknesses of those 
technologies.  The argument is that renewables are simply more expensive 
than conventional energy sources.  As soon as fossil fuels become 
expensive enough, or as soon as renewables become cheap enough, the 
market will take care of deployment.  In other words, the only barrier 
standing between us and the adoption of renewable energy is the price tag, 
a pretty clear economic barrier.  Well, this argument is based on a 
simplified picture, and it ignores several factors that influence the market 
prices of different technologies.  First, we must recognize that the energy 
industry benefits from numerous forms of government support, most 
importantly subsidies.  While both conventional and renewable sectors 
have benefits from this support, the majority of it has historically gone to 
the conventional energy industry.  Government support has reduced the 
cost of doing business and brought down energy prices for consumers.  
These subsidies, both direct and indirect, include everything from royalty 
relief from drilling or mining of public lands, to tax credits, to direct 
subsidies, to public investment in cleaning up environmental damage, and 
more.  I’m not arguing here that incentives are unjustified.  Indeed, there 
are good underlying reasons for many of them, especially in the short term.  
But we have to acknowledge that the entire energy industry has and likely 
always will have benefit, or will always benefit, from the public sector, 
from public support to reduce those costs. 

Now, the second fact that often goes unmentioned is the cost of using 
energy sources that are not factored into the market price.  In the case of 
fossil fuels, these can include acid rain, contaminated groundwater, public 
health costs due to air pollution, some geopolitical risks, and the potentially 
immeasurable costs of addressing significant climate change.  In the case of 
renewables, externalities might include dangers to wildlife, aesthetic 
disruption, or environmental costs to industrial agriculture.  These are all 
costs borne by society at large rather than directly by energy consumers, 
which means the price that appears at the pump, or on the electricity bill, is 
deceptively low.  As I mentioned before, both renewable and conventional 
energy industries have benefited from government support and externalized 
costs, although not on an equal basis.  These facts are well established and 
noncontroversial.  They are covered in every beginning economics class, 
but they are often ignored because they complicate the analysis.  This could 
lead to the misperception or even misunderstanding of the economic 
barriers to the adoption of renewables.  Once we understand the barriers 
better, however, we can see them for what they really are.  They are 
political or policy barriers.  The challenge then, and an appropriate role for 
government, is to implement polices that will level the competitive playing 
field—to match subsidy levels for different energy technologies and to 
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account for the negative effects where they exist.  This would give us a 
much clearer picture of the relative merits of competing technologies.  Of 
course, this is easier said than done, but for all the reasons that I discussed 
at the outset, it is important that we try to get it right, especially as we seek 
to develop legislation to mitigate climate change. 

I believe you will see Congress propose frameworks that encourage 
market-based approaches designed to unleash private sector innovation.  
One model might be the emissions trading scheme for sulfur dioxide that 
was established in the Clean Air Act in 1990, which has been very 
successful in cutting emissions of that pollutant and significantly reducing 
acid rain.  And I believe a similar approach to dealing with carbon dioxide 
has great potential.  Such a program will allow us to phase in limits based 
on scientifically-determinable tolerable emissions levels, and then leave it 
to the market to determine the least cost way of meeting those limits 
without sacrificing customer needs.  A framework like this would act as a 
spur to innovation—the engine for future economic growth—to provide 
cleaner sources of energy.  It’s a good example of a policy that advances 
shared societal values, and in this case, energy that doesn’t jeopardize our 
geopolitical strength, our economy, the stability of the national 
environment, or even public health.  Many of the perceived economic 
barriers to adopting clean energy sources simply reflect a failure, so far, of 
government to create a policy-friendly framework that insists prices reflect 
true costs. 

Another way that government can lower barriers to adoption of 
renewable energy is by pushing the technological envelope.  This mode of 
action has the added benefit of helping to reduce both economic and 
environmental barriers.  In general, the private sector is very good and has 
strong market incentive to produce incremental evolutionary improvements 
to existing technologies.  We see this happening in the renewable energy 
field all the time, with firms competing to refine their proprietary 
technologies and make them more efficient and less costly to produce.  But 
few firms can afford the investment of money and time for the kind of blue 
sky research that may yield evolutionary leaps in technological ability.  The 
government has had a long history of supporting exactly this type of cutting 
edge research and development, especially in space and defense 
technologies.  As long as government research doesn’t duplicate what is 
being done in the private sector, it should continue that tradition in pursuit 
of advanced energy technologies.  In my position as chair of the Energy 
and Environment Subcommittee, I’m a strong supporter of legislation 
introduced by the full Committee Chairman Bart Gordon from Tennessee 
that would create an advanced research projects agency for energy—
ARPA-E, for those of you that are familiar with DARPA and ARPA-E.  
This agency would be dedicated to pushing the technological envelope by 
matching the extraordinary talent and know-how found in universities and 
in industry with technological and financial resources of the federal 
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laboratories.  ARPA-E will use this research model to advance only the 
toughest, high-risk, high pay-off research that could yield profound 
revolutionary technological advances.  There is one place where a similar 
model will be put to the test, called RPSEA.  This RPSEA project, or 
Research Partnership to Secure Energy for America, was developed 
through the ultra-deepwater and unconventional natural gas research 
section of the Energy Policy Act of 2005.  It’s a collaboration between 
industry, government, NGOs, and universities to develop safe and 
environmentally sensitive methods and technologies for exploring and 
producing hydrocarbons from formations in the ultra-deep waters of the 
Gulf of Mexico, and similarly difficult onshore resources.  The beauty of 
RPSEA, in my opinion, is that it levels the playing field by developing 
technologies for more industry players to produce in fields that would 
otherwise be accessible only to the largest of the firms.  And this means it’s 
a means to an end, I guess, that benefits us all by expanding domestic 
resources, driving competition in the private sector, and keeping natural 
prices low as we transition into something different.  Given the incredibly 
vast resources in these formations, RPSEA may yield just the type of 
transformational technology to warrant further use of this research model in 
other areas of energy. 

Well, this conference I know is focused on wind power and biofuels, 
but there is an often neglected source of energy that has truly enormous 
potential.  It’s cleaner than biofuels, and it’s often cheaper than fossil fuels.  
It’s also easier to deploy quickly across society.  You’ve heard about it this 
morning, because I know that Jim Woolsey is a big supporter, and the 
source is efficiency and, more accurately, energy efficient technologies and 
practices.  These are technologies that allow us to enjoy the same quality of 
life, but with less energy.  There is no cleaner, cheaper, or more reliable 
source of domestic energy than the energy that we never have to generate 
in the first place.  The great news is that there is enormous potential in this 
area, and there are specific actions that we can take right now.  Many 
technologies exist today that can dramatically cut our energy use, and they 
are just waiting to be tapped.  And as Chairman of the Energy and 
Environment Subcommittee, I look forward to exploring programs, in 
cooperation with Chairman Bart Gordon and Ranking Member Ralph Hall 
from Texas, to dramatically improve the energy efficiency of the federal 
government. 

A couple of things we’re doing: We need to be the example setter of 
what is possible and prove the benefits gained through investments in 
efficiency.  From our House Transportation Committee, you’ll see a piece 
of legislation come out probably within the next two months requiring the 
Department of Energy to install the voltaic cells that were designed for that 
building when it was built a number of years ago, but that we’ve never 
gotten around to doing.  That is one of the top priorities of Jim Oberstar, 
chairman of the Transportation Committee.  Hopefully you’ll be hearing 
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about that, and it’ll be an example of what we can do with our public 
buildings and hopefully private buildings, as well.  And we discussed just 
last week, before we left for our district break, with Chairman Gordon and 
the subcommittee chairs of the Science Committee, our plans to change the 
Science hearing room, committee meeting room, and the offices associated 
with it to become completely energy efficient, much more energy efficient, 
whether it’s the sound system, the lighting system, the air handling system.  
If we don’t set the example of what we can be doing, then we can’t fully 
expect others to follow in our footsteps.  There have even been people 
talking to the Architect of the Capitol to find innovative ways that we can 
begin to power up our Capitol differently than plugging it into electrical 
wires.  Let’s hope that some of these things will happen. 

Our energy challenges are long-term challenges, and they demand a 
long-term outlook.  Many of the factors that define our current energy 
situation are the result of energy policies enacted in previous decades.  In 
the ‘80s, our country suspended what had been steadily increasing fuel 
efficiency requirements for automobiles—the CAFE standards.  As a result, 
no significant gains in fleet fuel efficiency were realized from the 1980s to 
present.  Had we continued that trajectory of the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, 
the American fleet of cars and trucks could be significantly more efficient 
today.  In fact, it could be efficient enough to offset much of the oil that 
we’re currently importing from the Middle East.  In other words, millions 
of dollars that we send to Middle Eastern countries everyday could be kept 
here at home.  Our foreign policy would be completely freed up, and prices 
would probably be lower due to lower demand if we had made different 
decisions twenty years ago. 

The wind industry provides another example of the consequences of 
short-term thinking.  Since 1992, the production tax credit for wind power 
and other renewables—it’s the biofuels, biomass, and biofuels development 
as well, not just wind, but all these—has been instrumental in encouraging 
the development of this industry, ensuring developers a reasonable return 
on their investment and persuading financiers to back them.  But between 
1999 and 2004, the tax credit was allowed to expire on three different 
occasions.  Each time it was eventually renewed, but never for more than 
one or two years at a time.  The cycle of exploration and renewal has led to 
cycles of boom and bust in the wind power of this country.  Developers 
usually require at least a couple of years planning time for new projects, 
and when they are uncertain whether that tax credit would be available, 
then they are reluctant to make that commitment.  The result has been a 
history of interrupted growth, diminished domestic manufacturing capacity, 
and loss of momentum to overseas competitors.  We need to make sure 
those subsidies, those supports, last for enough years—hopefully ten or 
so—to give them the encouragement to enter into the industry. 

Both of these examples remind us that, when we make energy policy 
choices, the consequences endure.  We need to plan for the future, whether 
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it’s fifty or 100 years, so that we can avoid these types of situations.  It’s 
our children and our grandchildren who will be living in a world shaped by 
our decisions today.  Given the issues of national security that are at 
stake—security of our foreign policy, security of our economy, security of 
our environment, and security of our public health—there is no question 
that government has a lot to offer.  We must look to the future.  
Government and the private sector must work together to encourage 
innovative solutions to the twenty-first century challenges that will improve 
the lives of all of our citizens.  These are not the same challenges that we 
faced before.  They are more complex to understand, and they are more 
difficult to solve.  Let us move forward with honesty and with good faith, 
and embrace the transition ahead. 

Thank y’all for listening and for having me hear today.  Good luck to 
you. 

 
 


