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To my new wife, Anne, who is my personal unrelenting source of energy.


—Stephen Moore


In honor of and in appreciation for my late parents, Mary Clare and Andrew Stone Hartnett.


—Kathleen Hartnett White









PROLOGUE


In this book, you will learn why most of what you think you know about energy—and what our kids are being taught about energy—is flat-out wrong. In one of the great ironies of history, a frantic global movement to eliminate fossil fuels—the foundation of modern life—has achieved comprehensive power throughout the developed world at the very moment when the supply of those resources, especially in the United States, has exploded. Here are some of the astonishing facts about America’s bountiful energy future:


America has more recoverable energy supplies than any nation—by far. We have more oil and natural gas than Saudi Arabia, Iran, Russia, China, and all of the OPEC nations combined.


Thanks to the shale oil and gas revolution, America will never run out of energy. We have hundreds of years’ worth of oil, natural gas, and coal—with existing technologies.


The revolutionary drilling technologies pioneered here in America—including horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing—have more than doubled recoverable U.S. energy supplies. Contrary to false reports in the media, virtually no documented environmental problems have been associated with fracking—ever.


By the year 2020 the United States can be energy independent for the first time in half a century. With the pro-America energy policy outlined in this book, America will be the dominant energy producer in the world, and OPEC will be brought to its knees.


At least fifty trillion dollars’ worth of recoverable energy—the greatest storehouse of treasure in history—lies beneath federal lands and federal water. Drilling for these resources will create millions of new American jobs and could increase the growth rate of GDP from 2 percent to 4 percent or more.


The federal government will collect three to ten trillion dollars in royalties from oil, natural gas, and coal resources over the next thirty years. Producing American energy is the single best means of balancing the federal budget, eliminating our trade deficit, and retiring our nineteen-trillion-dollar national debt.


Wind and solar power—so-called “green energy”—are niche energy sources that meet less than 3 percent of our needs, even with hundreds of billions of dollars in taxpayer subsidies. President Obama’s own Energy Department admits that even if we continue those enormous subsidies, less than 10 percent of our energy will come from wind and solar by 2030. We will be highly reliant on fossil fuels for at least the next several decades.









INTRODUCTION


Power Up


A powerful summer storm swept through Northern Virginia a few years ago, leaving more than a million homes without electric power for days. One of those homes belonged to the Moore family. The sweltering July temperature hovered around a hundred degrees, and it was so humid you felt like you needed gills to breathe.


“Sure, we’re miserable,” Steve joked to his three children, “but look at the bright side. Think how much we’ve reduced our carbon footprint! Consider it a life lesson in what it means to live green.” They saw no humor in that. Without Facebook, ESPN, and air conditioning, they felt like they had surrendered their basic human rights.


One night the family all sat on the couch, sweating and talking. At first, it had been a rustic adventure. Grilling their food on the barbecue. Reading by candlelight. Playing flashlight tag inside the house. But the novelty wore off quickly. “What did people do before the age of electricity?” one of the kids asked. “I would have killed myself,” he moaned, only half joking.


Electrical power is the central nervous system of our modern economy and our twenty-first-century lifestyles, and living without it for a few days is a reminder of how vulnerable we are to being sent back to a pre-industrial age. Yet every initiative of the so-called green movement is intended to reduce our access to electrical power—although they never admit that explicitly.


The power outage that gave the Moore family a new appreciation for the electricity that powers our lives was caused by Mother Nature. But we are convinced that rolling brownouts are coming—especially in states like California, which are trying to rely on unreliable green energy sources—thanks to the radical environmentalists who have achieved a choke-hold on our politics.


Green groups, for example, have declared war on coal, which still produces nearly 40 percent of our electricity. The Obama administration is listening and has slammed the brakes on coal production. Technological progress is making this cheap and domestically abundant energy source cleaner all the time. Yet the global-warming alarmist James Hansen, a scientist at NASA, has compared the railroad cars carrying coal across our country to the “death trains” that transported Jews to Nazi concentration camps.


Natural gas is our second major source of electrical energy. The technological miracle of hydraulic fracturing—“fracking”—has given us hundreds of years’ worth of this clean-burning fuel that reduces greenhouse gas emissions. But the Sierra Club is vowing to shut down natural gas too. Regulations by the Environmental Protection Agency against methane (natural gas) could seriously impair our use of natural gas. The anti-fracking movement spreads (groundless) fear about contaminated water, but as the Moore family discovered, when you lose electricity you often lose access to potable water.


Of course, Big Green hates oil and nuclear power too. That’s why we’re not drilling for oil in many parts of Alaska or on other energy-rich federal lands and waters and why we’re not building the Keystone XL pipeline. This is public policy that is not just anti-growth but dangerous to our health and safety.


Sadly, schoolchildren are the target of propaganda about “saving the planet” with alternative energy sources. If global warming is a threat, we will be saved not by building windmills or riding our bicycles to work, but by applying advanced technology and electrical power to find ways to keep the planet cool. That isn’t going to happen because of regulatory dictates from the United Nations or the White House.


Many Americans believe the green fairy tale that things were better in the past than they are now. Sure, the economy has been weak for many years now—poverty is too high, wages are stagnant. But seventy-two hours without air conditioning, TV, a dishwasher, a hair dryer, and Google taught the Moores how much progress has been made in the past twenty, thirty, and fifty years. Today the percentage of people below the poverty line who have air conditioning is higher than the percentage of middle-class families who had it in 1960.


Anyone who thinks that we can get the power we need for our modern society from “clean, renewable” sources like wind and solar power is living in a world of make-believe. After tens of billions of dollars in subsidies, these sources provide 4.3 percent of our electricity. Most of the rest comes from fossil fuels. A rapid rush to renewables in Germany has led to retail electric prices three times the average U.S. rate. You can’t power a $15-trillion economy with wind and solar power.


The Master Resource


The story of human advancement is the story of the discovery of cheap, plentiful, and versatile energy. Fossil fuels are the ignition switch to modern life. Almost all other inventions—the steam engine, the printing press, life-saving medicines, the microchip, the iPhone, you name it—are derivatives of electric power. Where electricity is in wide use, there is prosperity. Where electricity is lacking, poverty and deprivation are the norm.


For many centuries mankind relied on what is now called “renewable energy”—windmills, wood, water, and the sun. The notion that green energy is “in its infancy” is laughable. These sources of energy go back thousands of years. And the data recently gathered by economic historians surveyed in this book show that wind and water wheels never provided much power. It wasn’t until man harnessed fossil fuels—predominantly oil, gas, and coal—that industrialization achieved unprecedented productivity.


Fossil fuels proved to be abundant sources of energy, scalable and reliable in a way that many forms of renewable energy are not. Christopher Horner of the Competitive Enterprise Institute likes to say that you can build windmills with steel, but you can’t build steel with windmills. The great steel works of Pittsburgh could not have built America’s industrial framework if their power had come from windmills. Detroit’s automobiles could not have replaced horses (and horse manure) if they had run on solar power.


Energy, in short, is the wellspring of mankind’s greatest advances.


With this book we aim to document and explain the extent to which fossil fuels have vastly improved human life across the world, releasing whole populations from abject poverty. Virtually everything needed to sustain the life of a human being—food, heat, clothing, shelter—depends upon access to and conversion of energy. The productivity fueled by hydrocarbon energy sources, coupled with economic freedom, allowed the emergence of an enduring middle class for the first time in history.


Today, hundreds of years after the Industrial Revolution began, most of the human population is dependent on fossil fuels for 80 to 90 percent of its energy supply. That will surely be the case at least for many decades. The long-held superstition that America is running out of oil and gas has been disproved with the latest shale oil and gas revolution.


Throughout history, elites, of course, have enjoyed comfortable wealth. They were rich; they could afford expensive energy. They weren’t the ones who did without light or heat or transportation or enough food and leisure time. Someone else did the back-breaking and time-consuming work for them. The women and children would spend hours every day fetching the water from the river. But for all but the very wealthy, life before fossil fuels was grindingly difficult. Cheap energy narrowed that quality-of-life gap as no one could have imagined.


But now that energy is more abundant than ever, it has come under severe and unrelenting assault. The unprecedented stakes in today’s contentious energy policy debates about carbon are not just economic but moral. Europe has started deindustrializing. The governments of many of the most developed countries in the world have mandated as rapid a transition as possible from carbon-rich energy to zero-carbon energy like wind, solar, and biomass. The inherent limitations of wind and solar are physically intractable. We are facing a regression to the limited energy horizons of pre-industrial societies.


Never before have the rulers of a society intentionally driven it backward to scarcer, more expensive, and less efficient energy. Every previous energy transition has made electric power and transportation fuels cheaper and more efficient. What goes by the name of a green energy revolution will for the first time in modern times disrupt energy reliability and raise prices for financially-strapped families. And these people call themselves “progressives”!


Green energy policies assume centralized control of the sources, production, and consumption of energy, and that means centralized control over all economic activity and consumer choice. Name a product that doesn’t depend on affordable and reliable energy. United Nations bureaucrats talk about “wisely planned [energy] austerity,” guided by apparently omniscient “planetary managers.” Not only is our material prosperity in peril; freedom itself is at stake.


Please read on and make up your own mind. We have two energy paths to choose from. With the facts before you, we’re confident the right choice will be obvious.
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ENERGY AT A CROSSROADS


Doomslayers vs. Doomsayers1


Planet of the Powerless


In the blockbuster movie Dawn of the Planet of the Apes, the bands of humans resisting a global government of super-intelligent apes have been deprived of electricity, making their struggle nearly impossible. They are rendered powerless—literally. The apes understand that depriving the humans of electricity will keep them in a state of submission. In the film’s climax, men heroically reopen a power plant in San Francisco, bringing electricity back to the whole city. Now they can resume industrial production and fight back.


The not so subtle and perhaps inadvertent message from that Hollywood film is that without abundant energy, we return to the Stone Age. The harnessing of electricity transformed human life, homes, and work. The enterprising, inventive man who literally vanquished darkness, Thomas Edison, deserves a position high on the list of humanity’s greatest doomslayers. A versatile, convenient, and clean source of heat, light, and power, electricity is now the nervous system of civilization. Without it, we are helpless.


Dawn of the Planet of the Apes is an entertaining reminder of the vulnerability of the power on which prosperous societies depend. Before we submit without a whimper to climate policies that would supplant the carbon-rich energy on which we rely with weak and parasitic renewable energy, we should look carefully at the many services that abundant, affordable energy contributes to our lives.


The agenda of the so-called green movement, one of the most influential political forces in America today, does not end with carbon-based energy. It is a war on free-market economics. In the summer of 2015, major environmental groups gathered in Venezuela to solve leading ecological problems like global warming, concluding, “The structural causes of climate change are linked to the current capitalist hegemonic system.” Their anti-industrialism would send us to a Planet of the Apes future where energy is rationed—though elites could opt out by buying paper carbon credits to avoid the austerity imposed on the rest of us. This agenda, history has shown, is a recipe for killing economic growth, stifling innovation, and harshly authoritarian government.2


Why would anyone choose such a grim future with so much success behind us and with such energy promise at hand?


The Great Facts of the Great Energy Enrichment


Our book begins by recognizing the “Great Fact” of human progress depicted in Figure 1.1 on page 5. Something monumental happened around 1800, something that had never happened before. For millennia, the average human life was short and lived at subsistence level. The growth of the human population was slower than a crawl. But in the nineteenth century, there began a substantial and sustained improvement in the fundamental measures of human well-being.


Economists and historians are familiar with the historic effects of the Industrial Revolution. But few people appreciate that this spectacular improvement in the human condition is really a story of the fossil fuels revolution. The world moved away from inefficient and limited “green” energy like the medieval windmill to coal and other modern forms of energy that could be adopted on an industrial scale. Fossil fuels were a necessary condition of the Industrial Revolution’s unprecedented improvements.




 






Wisdom from The Rational Optimist


In his book The Rational Optimist, Matt Ridley makes a lively case for how profound human progress has been:


                   Since 1800, the population of the world has more than doubled and real incomes have risen more than nine times. Taking a shorter perspective, in 2005, compared to 1955, the average human being on Planet Earth earned nearly three times as much money (corrected for inflation), ate one-third more calories of food, buried one-third as many of her children and could expect to live one-third longer. She was less likely to die as a result of war, murder, childbirth, accidents, tornadoes, flooding, famine, whooping cough, tuberculosis, malaria, diphtheria, typhus, typhoid, measles, small pox, scurvy, or polio. She was less likely, at any given age, to get cancer, heart disease, or stroke. She was more likely to be literate and to have finished school. She was more likely to own a telephone, a flush-toilet, a refrigerator, and a bicycle. All this during a half century when the world population more than doubled, so that far from being rationed by population pressure, the goods and services available to the people of the world have expanded. It is, by any standard, an astonishing human achievement.3


Almost none of this progress would have been possible without the kind of energy in fossil fuels.









Despite all the doomsday predictions of recent history—famine, peak oil, overpopulation, and global warming—look at the staggering record of sustained material advance and economic growth since 1800. And the marvel of it all is that these advances have most benefited the poor! A little more than a century ago, it was common for mothers helplessly to watch their infants die from what we would consider a common cold. The average person today lives more than three times longer than our ancestors did in 1800.


The graph of global progress on page 5 charts four basic measures of human welfare over the past two thousand years—life expectancy, real income per capita, population, and energy consumption. Emissions of carbon dioxide resulting from human activity are here used as a surrogate for consumption of energy derived from fossil fuels. Before the Industrial Revolution, man-made emissions of carbon dioxide were marginal. The United States now uses about two hundred times more energy than in 1800, and almost all of it comes from fossil fuels.


Is it not startling that most of humanity had been stuck with a real average income of $1–7 per day until the past two centuries?4 Throughout history, a small group of privileged persons, of course, could afford expensive energy. They weren’t the ones who would do without light or heat or transportation or enough food and leisure time. Someone else would do the back-breaking and time-consuming work for them. But for everyone else before the age of fossil fuels, life was indeed “poor, nasty, brutish, and short,” in the memorable words of Thomas Hobbes.5


The almost vertical trajectory of our graph that begins around 1800 coincides with the beginning of the English Industrial Revolution. Some would vilify this breakthrough as nothing more than a bunch of steel cathedrals, assembly lines, and dark plumes of pollution—the infrastructure for what critics consider now excessive consumption. Such emblems, however, mask the physical dynamics of the great change—an energy enrichment that spawned phenomenal economic productivity and dramatic improvements in human living conditions.


What textbooks call the Industrial Revolution might be better described as mankind’s Great Energy Enrichment—a massive increase in the availability of versatile energy. As the historian Carlo Cibolla explains, “the Industrial Revolution can be defined as the process by which a society acquired control over vast sources of inanimate energy.”6 Those sources were fossil fuels, first coal in England, soon followed by natural gas, and then crude oil in the early twentieth century.


Average real income per capita—on a global basis—is now ten to twenty times higher than at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. The classical economists writing in the early days of industrialization—Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Thomas Malthus, and John Stuart Mill—assumed that wages would decrease as the population grew, a reasonable assumption before the great energy enrichment, when the three factors in production were land, labor, and capital. A continually growing population would eventually outstrip the agricultural capacity of a finite amount of land. The classical economists did not foresee that man-made energies would replace land and labor as production factors. As we shall see in later chapters, man-made energies vastly amplified the economic fruits of land and the productivity of labor, operating as a form of (energy) capital.




 






FIGURE 1.1









Global Progress, 1 AD–2009 AD
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Sources: Updated from Indur Goklany, “Have Increases in Population, Affluence and Technology Worsened Human and Environmental Well-being?” Electronic Journal of Sustainable Development 1, no. 3 (2009); based on Bruce W. Frier (2001). “More is worse: some observations on the population of the Roman empire”, in Walter Scheidel, Debating Roman Demography, URL = https://books.google.com/books?id=vh3pmAodawEC&pg=PA144#v=onepage&q&f=false; Angus Maddison, Statistics on World Population, GDP and Per Capita GDP, 1-2008 AD, University of Groningen, 2010, http://www.ggdc.net/MADDISON/Historica1_Statistics/vertical-file_02-2010.xls; World Bank, World Development Indicators 2015, http://databank.worldbank.org/; T.A. Boden, R. J. Andres, Global CO2 Emissions from Fossil-Fuel Burning, Cement Manufacture, and Gas Flaring, 1751-2011, at http://cdiac.ornl.gov/ftp/ndp030/global.1751_2011.ems, visited December 15, 2015; CDIAC, Preliminary 2011 and 2012 Global & National Estimates, at http://cdiac.ornl.gov/ftp/trends/co2_emis/Preliminary_CO2_emissions_20l2.xlsx, visited February 2,2016. Notes: Data are sporadic until 1960. This figure assumes that trends between adjacent data points are linear. Life expectancy is a surrogate for human well-being; living standards are depicted by affluence, or GDP per capita; and CO2 is a proxy for fossil-fuel usage.


In our graph of human progress, population barely increases over the first millennium AD. Between the years 1000 and 1750, the global population increases substantially, tripling to 760 million. But from 1750 to 2009, population rises eightfold, to almost seven billion human beings—a decisive departure from all previous epochs. The many predictions, from Malthus in the 1790s to Paul Ehrlich in the 1970s, that a rapidly increasing population would lead to catastrophic famine were completely wrong. Indeed, “Never in human history,” writes Indur Goklany, “had indicators of human well-being advanced so rapidly.”7


Never before has mankind been better nourished. As we shall show, you can thank fossil fuels for a global food supply that exceeds the demand of more than seven billion mouths. Access to food may be limited by geography or political corruption, but the supply itself is sufficient to meet the nutritional needs of all humanity. In America, we produce three times as much food as we did a century ago, in one-third fewer manhours, on one-third fewer acres, and at one-third the cost. In the past, more than half of Americans were employed in agriculture, and food was still relatively scarce and expensive. Now about 3 percent of the population produces all the food that three hundred million Americans consume. We even often have to pay farmers to stop growing so much food.


The same graph also depicts the unprecedented economic growth driven by industrialization. The economic historian Deirdre McCloskey puts it in perspective: “The scientific fact established over the past fifty years by the labors of economists and economic historians is that modern economic growth has been astounding, unprecedented, unexpected, the greatest surprise in economic history.”8


Economic growth and increased energy consumption were tightly connected over the past century. In 2000, the correlation between energy consumption and income per capita measured across sixty-three countries was an extremely close 96 percent.9 “Each variable shows an advance of approximately sixteenfold in one hundred years, with energy consumption rising from about 22 to 355 EJ [exajoules], and the world economic product increasing from $2 to $32 trillion.”10 The rise of the gross world product from $2 to $32 trillion within a century is nothing less than astonishing.


While almost no one questions the magnitude of the economic growth that accompanied the Industrial Revolution, little is said about the energy enrichment that is still fueling modern economic growth. All the talk about decarbonizing ignores the ongoing role of energy in producing the economic growth that has released billions from intractable poverty for the first time in human history.


As Michael Kelly, a fellow of the Royal Society, reminds us, “A decarbonized global economy is going to have to outperform the achievement of fossil fuels. If not, mankind’s progress will have to go into reverse in terms of aggregate standard of living. We should be honest and upfront about the sheer scale and enormity of the challenge implied by decarbonization.”11


As revealing as our graph of human progress is, it doesn’t convey one of the greatest benefits of the modern world’s energy-driven economic growth. Those who have gained the most from that growth have not been the wealthiest but the poorest. With the Industrial Revolution, McCloskey points out, “[f]or the first time the economy performed for the People instead of mainly for the Privileged.”12 From the beginning, it was not the aristocracy, clerisy, warrior class, or industrial titans who gained the most but the average worker and the most impoverished. No longer was intractable poverty the common lot of mankind. An enduring middle class emerged. The historian Robert Fogel concludes that “the average real income of the bottom fifth of the [American] population has multiplied some twenty-fold [over the twentieth century], several times more than the gain realized by the rest of the population.”13


The United States has long been envied as the nation with the highest standard of living. Just what might that standard mean? In 1875, the average American family spent 74 percent of its income on food, clothing, and shelter, not unlike the rest of the world. In 1995, the same American family spent 13 percent of its income for these fundamental necessities.14 Discretionary income fuels freedom and material progress!


Many traditional economists downplay the importance of energy for economic growth or subsume the energy factor among others, such as the division of labor, economic freedom, innovative technology, or commercial ethics. Yet without the exponential increase in power, harnessed in innovative mechanical devices, the productivity distinguishing the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath would have been impossible.


Matt Ridley captures the importance of the energy factor: “By 1870, the burning of coal in Britain was generating as many calories as would have been expended by 850 million laborers. It was as if each worker had twenty servants at his beck and call. The capacity of the country’s steam engines alone was equivalent to six million horses. . . . That is how much energy had been harnessed to the application of the division of labor. That is how impossible the task of the British nineteenth-century miracle would have been without fossil fuels.”15


Fossil fuel was one of several conditions for modern growth, but it was a necessary condition, especially for the sustained economic growth that followed the industrial breakthrough. Coal, oil, and natural gas offered far more than pre-industrial energy sources like wind and wood could—a vast store of concentrated, versatile, reliable, controllable, portable energy.


Climate Policies and the Assault on Prosperity


Most green energy policies undermine human progress. They are regressive, disproportionately hurting low- and middle-income families by driving energy prices higher, thus eroding their standard of living.


As the Obama administration was drawing to a close, the lower end of middle-class income in the United States appeared to be sliding toward the poverty level. Numbers released by the Social Security Administration in the fall of 2015 revealed that 51 percent of all U.S. workers were making less than $30,000 a year—only twenty-five hundred a month after taxes. Income for middle-class families declined by 3 percent on Obama’s watch, and the average worker went ten years without a raise.16 In such an economic environment, is it conceivable that our leaders would push even harder in pursuit of their green dreams?


For the Obama White House, it has been full speed ahead with this destructive agenda. Although Congress has repeatedly declined to give the Environmental Protection Agency the authority to regulate carbon dioxide, the EPA has arrogated this power to itself with its so-called Clean Power Plan, a two-thousand-page set of regulations that is already threatening the nation’s vast and intricate system of electric power.


The plan is futile—all pain and no gain. By EPA’s own admission, the mandated carbon cuts will not meaningfully reduce predicted warming. Gina McCarthy, the administrator of EPA, justifies it as a gesture of sacrifice by the wealthiest country in the world. Americans should embrace economic decline for its symbolic value? Even before the Clean Power Plan took effect, many coal-fired power plants had closed and major coal companies had declared bankruptcy, at a cost of thousands of jobs. In response, President Obama, by executive action, froze coal production on federal lands, where 40 percent of total U.S. production is located.17


The Left’s strategy is to make American coal so expensive that the industry can’t survive in global markets. The environmentalists want an utterly debilitating “production tax” of as much as $40 a ton. Colin Marshall, the chairman of Cloud Peak Energy, a major U.S. coal producer, didn’t mince words when he said that Obama “has chosen to pander to special-interest groups whose stated goal is to shut down the U.S. coal industry”—and the economies of our coal-producing states—Illinois, Ohio, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Wyoming, and Montana—be damned.


In addition to killing Americans jobs and raising utility bills by hundreds and perhaps thousands of dollars a year per family, shutting down the U.S. coal industry will actually harm the environment. Clean coal technologies have sharply reduced emissions of lead, sulphur, soot, and carbon monoxide. The air we breathe today is much cleaner than in previous decades. More importantly, U.S. coal is much cleaner than Chinese coal and that produced in other nations. The Clean Power Plan will reduce consumption of clean coal and increase the burning of dirty coal.


President Obama and some leaders of the wealthiest countries in the world are adamant about phasing out fossil fuels when there are no alternative energy sources capable of providing the countless goods and services that fossil fuels make possible. Modern societies remain utterly dependent on fossil fuels. See Figure 1.2. The climate crusade is indeed a mad war on human welfare.




 






FIGURE 1.2









Global Energy Consumption (2013)
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Source: BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2014, www.bp.com/statisticalreview


The Choice: Economic Growth or Decline?


Two powerful but conflicting forces are contending for the future of the American economy and indeed of our very way of life. On one side is the shale revolution, which has unlocked a vast store of oil and natural gas, refuting those who insist that we are running out of energy. In less than six years, the United States has laid claim to a globally dominating supply of oil and natural gas. In a development that was unimaginable only a few years ago, America had become the largest energy producer in the world by 2013. This “shale gale” is the achievement of optimistic, determined people operating in a competitive market. These gutsy entrepreneurs slew the boogeymen of “peak oil” and “sustainability” without grandiose government plans or subsidies.


On the other side are climate mandates formulated and imposed by government functionaries—mandates rejected by our elected representatives in Congress. The goal of climate policies is to eliminate the coal, oil, and natural gas on which the world relies for 80 to 90 percent of its energy. In a glaring contrast to the shale revolution, the climate crusade is driven by activists, politicians, bureacrats, and “experts” whose only means of realizing their dream is government power. Climate policies all assume the centralized governance of energy production and consumption, unavoidably constraining economic growth and personal liberty.


The contrast between these two forces is stark and simple. The shale energy boom increased the economic pie. Taxpayer-subsidized green energy shrinks the economic pie. The kind of economic growth we take for granted in the modern world would have been impossible if we had been limited to sources of energy that depend on taxpayer subsidies. Climate policies to decarbonize human society augur energy scarcity, exponentially higher prices for basic goods, loss of personal freedoms, and an end to the prosperity achieved in the twentieth century that has lifted billions out of grinding poverty.


The Clean Power Plan is not merely another heavy-handed, expensive environmental regulation. It is nothing less than a federal take over of our nation’s entire electric sector.18 Most people don’t recognize the stakes of the global warming crusade. Current climate policies do not aim for a modest reduction of carbon emissions. Their goal is to “decarbonize” human society. And for what? Even the architects of these schemes admit that the green plans don’t work. According to the calculations of the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the so-called national pledges at the heart of the Paris climate agreement of December 2015 don’t add up to enough reduction of carbon dioxide to control warming. Climate policies have been futile but highly damaging.


The shale revolution, on the other hand, offers economic growth, employment, national security, and even global stability. On New Year’s Day, 2016, the first tanker in more than forty years carrying oil produced in the United States left a Texas port headed for Europe. Other tankers filled with U.S. oil followed within a week. Liquefied natural gas produced in America will be next. With access to global markets, the United States can operate as the energy superpower it has become. Thanks to domestic oil and natural gas, we are far less vulnerable to adversarial powers and the chaos in the Middle East.


In a speech to the United Nations General Assembly in 2015, President Obama warned of “dangerous risks pulling us back into a darker, more disordered world.”19 He was referring, of course, to the increasing turmoil in the Middle East, but his own climate policies merit inclusion among those “dangerous risks.” If actually enforced, the UN’s climate plan, enthusiastically promoted by Obama, would make the world darker as electricity prices soared, “disordering” a global economy still wholly reliant on fossil-fueled production and transport.


Amid the Gloom, It’s Still Getting Better


For a more optimistic view of mankind’s fate than the doomsayers’, consider that our children still enjoy, or have good reason to hope for, a level of prosperity, income, health, comfort, mobility, education, and liberty unimaginable to our recent ancestors. And while Western nations have substantially higher living standards than those of developing countries, the improvements of the past century are global in their reach.


The doomsayers—or “doomsters,” as the late economist Julian Simon called them—misunderstand the human factor. Human beings can solve problems, generate abundance, and slay the dark forces that would subjugate humanity. When free and well-fed, human beings typically innovate to improve their lot, and those innovations benefit everyone. When scarcity arises, history shows that human beings figure out how to increase the supply or substitute one resource for another. Free human beings are problem-solvers and creators who so far have overcome the impasses that the pessimists have at every turn declared hopeless. The biggest threats to human flourishing are government dictates to save us from ourselves because they deny human liberty—the wellspring of innovation.


The collapse of oil prices in late 2015 disrupted the shale revolution but by no means ended it. The industry, remarkably enough, keeps finding ways to reduce the cost of drilling. In many places, fracking is profitable at a price of $40 per barrel, and in most places it is profitable at $50 per barrel. In a few years, the cost of fracking will be cut in half again. Cheap energy is here to stay as long as government doesn’t outlaw it.


The presence of large deposits of carbon-rich energy is not a guarantee of rising per-capita income, as autocratic Russia and the members of OPEC demonstrate. It takes economic freedom, property rights, and respect for the dignity of the human person to lift all boats. Cheap energy is the springboard to growth. It isn’t the source of growth itself.


Who knows what forms of energy superior to fossil fuels will be developed in the future by creative human minds? While we are highly skeptical about the potential of wind energy, solar could emerge in the decades ahead as a competitor to fossil fuels. But right now, solar ventures are massive money-losers, staying afloat only with cascades of government subsidies. The Malthusian belief that the cost of fossil fuels must rise over time explains the seemingly invincible faith in the economic feasibility of green energy. But in reality the cost of fossil fuels is rapidly falling. The price of natural gas has fallen by more than two-thirds, and green energy can’t possibly compete with $2 natural gas. Nuclear energy has enormous potential, but it too is having a hard time competing with cheap fossil fuels. For the foreseeable future, there are no reasonable or cost-effective alternatives to fossil fuels. A new study in the Journal of Economic Perspectives finds that the oil price would have to rise to above $300 a barrel (from $40 now) for electric cars to be financially viable.


Are Greens the New Reds?


We are worried that government climate policies could arrest or unravel the unquestionable gains in human welfare that have flowed from modern economic growth. There were astonishing advances in material living standards and human freedom during the twentieth century, but in that same century some 170 million persons perished at the hands of brutal totalitarian regimes—four times the number of persons killed in the century’s wars. The march of progress is not steady or inevitable.


Many cultural historians contend that “environmentalism” is the ideological successor to failed Marxist and socialist ideologies. The historian Paul Johnson, for one, comes out swinging: “The idea that human beings have changed and are changing the basic climate system of the Earth through their industrial activities and burning of fossil fuels—the essence of the Greens’ theory of global warming—has about as much basis in science as Marxism and Freudianism. Global Warming, like Marxism, is a political theory of actions, demanding compliance with its rules.”20


Every policy prescription for addressing climate change is a call for more government control. Would the Left embrace the green agenda if it meant more individual freedom and more capitalism, not less? History suggests that if climate change becomes a threat to civilization in the future—and who knows what catastrophes Mother Nature might fling at us, including changes in the intensity of solar rays—man’s ability to alter the climate will be immeasurably enhanced by economic growth and technological advance. The climate change agenda will undermine that ability.


Ideological environmentalism and legitimate environmental protection are now entangled in the multi-purpose notion of climate change. Vaclav Klaus, late president of the Czech Republic, warned lovers of freedom about the deceptive power of global warming theory back in 2007: “The hypothesis of man-caused global warming and the role of humanity in that process is the last, and to this day, the most powerful embodiment of the environmental [political] ideology.”21 When the EPA asserted power over carbon dioxide—a benign natural gas and ubiquitous byproduct of human activity—the executive agency seized “the commanding heights of the economy and society,” writes Charles Krauthammer. “Global warming . . . is a creed, a faith, a dogma that has little to do with science.”22


The climate ideologues of today are simply reformulating the misanthropic pessimism of the 1970s. The theory of man-made global warming or climate change revives the globalists’ long-promoted but tired call for sustainability. As Rupert Darwall amusingly said, anthropogenic global warming provided a “killer ap” for the ho-hum notion of sustainability.23


Robert Zubrin’s excellent book Merchants of Despair explains the logical kinship between these two pessimisms: “[T]he global warming argument recasts the basic Malthusian line in a novel form, but with the equivalent end result. Instead of claiming that human activity must be limited because there are not enough resources, it is said that what is limited is not resources but the right to use those resources . . . , therefore human aspirations must be crushed, and authorities must be constituted that are capable of doing the crushing.”24 Whether promoted as planned austerity or more glaringly as international governance without nation states, the activists and political leaders of the climate crusade imagine “planetary management.” This is all evidenced by the green movement’s latest mantra on fossil fuels: “keep them in the ground.”


Doomsday Revisited


Doomsday predictions about running out of food, water, energy, and other resources necessary for human survival are a regular feature of human history, and in its alarmist form, the theory of man-made global warming seems to be just another one. Yet the infiltration by this latest scare of our cultural, financial, academic, media, legal, and religious institutions is unprecedented. All the other predicted global catastrophes either never took place or were averted by human problem-solving. The agricultural revolution in the second half of the previous century, for instance, repudiated the predictions of worldwide famine, the most famous of which was Paul Ehrlich’s. The shale revolution likewise repudiated the many “peak oil” theories. Energy prices have been steadily falling, not rising, over the last hundred years, which is evidence we are not running out. See Figure 1.3 below.


The Wall Street Journal responded to the UN Paris climate accord with the reminder, “It pays to be skeptical of politicians who claim to be saving the planet.”25 Doomsday fear plays into the hands of politicians out to expand their power. In the past fifty years, the vague but multi-purpose concepts of resource exhaustion, sustainable development, and overpopulation have been successfully invoked to justify more intrusive and centralized government, seen as the only way to avert mankind’s self-destruction.
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The Bet: Doomsaying Ehrlich vs. Doomslaying Simon


The doomslaying economist Julian Simon (1932–1998) argued that mankind will never run out of natural resources. Human beings, he posited, are the ultimate resource because human intellect and imagination will always find more resources, come up with substitutes, or develop new technology. “There is no physical or economic reason why human resourcefulness and enterprise cannot forever continue to respond to impending shortages and existing problems with new expedients that, after an adjustment period, leaves us better off than before the problem arose.”26


In the most famous wager in the history of economics, Simon challenged the preeminent doomsayer of his time, Paul “Population Bomb” Ehrlich, to a bet on the future scarcity of five commodity metals (selected by Ehrlich): copper, chrome, nickel, tin, and tungsten. If after ten years (1990), the inflation-adjusted prices of the metals had risen, Simon would pay Ehrlich a sum based on the price changes. If the prices fell, Ehrlich would pay Simon.27 Over the ensuing decade, the population of the world grew by 850 million, but Simon won the bet handily (and Ehrlich paid under the agreed terms). Simon offered another wager at double the stakes, but Ehrlich turned him down.28


Paul Ehrlich deserves credit for his willingness to put his theories to the test. Today’s global warming alarmists, however, hide behind the slogan of “settled science”—no debates, no questions answered, no contrary evidence acknowledged. When the actually observed global mean temperature became cooler than the IPCC models had predicted, the topic changed from “global warming” to “climate change.” And now any weather deemed extreme or unusual—hot or cold, wet or dry—is declared evidence of the theory.


This approach fails the test of a genuinely scientific theory formulated by Karl Popper, the great twentieth-century philosopher of science. A credible scientific theory, he said, must be precisely stated and falsifiable by empirical evidence. When contrary evidence emerged, the alarmists merely recalibrated models and enlarged the scope of corroborating evidence for the theory. And they did so incoherently! Now ice storms, hot spells, floods, droughts, and any odd weather all “prove the theory” of climate change and man-made global warming. And the media parrot this incoherence without a question.


Winding Down the Fossil-Fuel Era—and Modern Civilization with It


Shrinking man’s “carbon footprint” is now widely assumed as a moral good. Yet our carbon footprint is the necessary result of living longer, healthier, and freer lives than our ancestors did only a century ago. And on a closer look, high consumption of fossil fuels has allowed prosperous countries to shrink man’s physical footprint on the natural world. “Decarbonizing” is a delusional concept. Our bodies are built of carbon. It is the chemical basis of life on earth.


A front-page article in the Wall Street Journal in late 2015 nonchalantly described the Paris climate agreement as a “broad, new international effort to wind down the fossil-fuel era” (emphasis added).29 How have these reporters overlooked the fact that civilization depends on fossil fuels for as much as 90 percent of its energy? Indeed, the defining characteristic of modern civilization is reliance on fossil fuels to provide countless energy services throughout an intricate, multi-trillion-dollar infrastructure refined over the past century. Politicians and environmentalists may have been chattering for decades about nixing fossil fuels, but there are still no alternatives capable of providing the diverse, affordable energy services that flow through every corner of human society. With fossil fuels cheaper than ever, green energy is becoming financially less feasible over time.


Just which countries are actually “winding down the fossil-fuel era”? China, India, and several other developing countries are building or have plans to build over two thousand new coal-fired power plants. These developing countries may have “pledged” to reduce their output of carbon dioxide but on the condition that their pledge not complicate economic development. India’s negotiator at Paris, Jairam Ramesh, was refreshingly candid, noting, “It would be suicidal . . . to give up on our coal for the next fifteen to twenty years at least, given the need.”30 And who will count on Russia and the countries of the Middle East to cooperate in the diminution of the market for fossil fuels?


The Misanthropes among Us


Most of the doomsaying elites are candid about their contempt for the value of human life and about their political endgame. All-powerful, centralized governance, preferably on a global scale, is necessary, they affirm, to save the planet and to establish an equitable distribution of the world’s financial and physical resources.


The IPCC chief, Christina Figueres, has called communism the optimal system for avoiding dangerous global warming.31 In other settings, she has acknowledged that the UN’s climate program has provided the political and organizational wherewithal to replace the economic system that made modern economic growth possible. As she nonchalantly comments, “This is the first time in the history of mankind that we are setting ourselves the task of intentionally within a defined period of time, to change the economic development model that has been reigning for at least 150 years, since the Industrial Revolution.”32 That’s a frighteningly arrogant statement if we ever heard one. It takes a central planner with frightening arrogance, an uncompromising faith in the power of government, and no sense of history to articulate such a wrong-headed vision of the future.


The economic development model that the UN climate czar consigns to the dustbin of history allowed a middle class to flourish and, by the UN’s own admission, has released more human beings from abject poverty than any other economic system in history.33 The hallmarks of that model are economic freedom, private property rights, and competitive markets. Under this economic system, the government’s fundamental role is to protect, not arrest, individual freedom. And the dynamic of that growth remains intertwined with the availability and creative conversions of fossil fuels.


In the 1970s, when political environmentalism was emerging, the Club of Rome34 became a remarkably influential purveyor of gloomy scenarios spelling the end of economic growth and requiring centrally controlled economies. Its manifesto Limits to Growth sold more than nine million copies and was translated into more than three hundred languages—and all the while, economic growth continued.35 In its 1991 publication The First Global Revolution, the organization unashamedly revealed the misanthropic worldview behind its political objectives: “The common enemy of humanity is man. In searching for a new enemy to unite us, we came up with the idea that pollution, the threat of global warming, water shortages, famine and the like would fit the bill.”36 This was the “scientific consensus” of the time. Not to be outdone in misanthropy, Paul Ehrlich wrote, “Giving society cheap, abundant energy would be the equivalent of giving an idiot child a machine gun.”37


The Marxist founder of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the late Maurice Strong, contended that “the only hope for the planet” is the collapse of industrialized civilizations. The “planetary management” advocated by these alarmists is to be carried out by experts, managers, and technocrats acting under the supposed authority of science rather than by the democratically expressed consent of the people.


Few Americans on either end of the political spectrum appear to be aware of this dark side of the global warming issue, and few public officials seem willing to risk the wrath that the mainstream media reserve for climate heretics. Yet opinion polls consistently show that a strong majority of U.S. citizens abhor the idea of global governance. Europeans may have become accustomed to their governments’ social engineering, but we doubt that a critical mass of Americans are willing to surrender to green mandates that would limit the number of miles a person is authorized to drive per week. If our democratic form of government is to endure, energy policies of this national consequence must be under the authority of Congress and not merely the policy preference of the president.


A Declaration of War against Fossil Fuels


Rupert Darwall has identified what he calls the global warming policy paradox: anti-carbon policies tend to aggravate the very problems they are intended to avoid.38 The IPCC, whose pronouncements most countries treat as authoritative, concludes that carbon dioxide emissions must be cut by more than 80 percent to “avoid dangerous interference with the climate.” High on the list of predicted horrors if we don’t heed this warning is food scarcity. Yet a reduction of carbon dioxide emissions of this magnitude would mean curtailing the use of the carbon-rich fertilizers that have fed the world since the 1950s, putting the developing world at risk of famine. Increased atmospheric carbon dioxide, moreover, is increasing the agricultural yield of cereal grains. Satellite imagery shows the earth is becoming greener. Meanwhile, biofuels, claiming more and more productive crop land, are already making food more expensive. Making farmland less productive by restricting the use of natural gas–derived fertilizer while dedicating millions of acres of prime farmland to biofuels is a sure way to reduce the food supply.


Given the weakening evidence for severe global warming and the counterproductive consequences of climate policies, surely increased economic growth offers the better bet for adaptation to whatever change in our climate may lie ahead. In other words, America’s future may not offer a climate any different from today’s, but the future that the alarmists propose is a regression toward the pre-industrial era devoid of the freedoms and prosperity afforded by plentiful energy.


The greens assume we can rapidly shift to renewable energy with few problems other than a slight increase in cost. But it’s not so simple. States with onerous renewable-energy standards such as Colorado and California are still relying heavily on coal to fill in the gaps. Backup generation necessary to avoid grid meltdown when wind or sunshine fluctuates may be the largest component of cost. Yet the climate alarmists—the very people who dismiss their opponents as “science deniers”—are in denial about the fundamental physical realities that make renewable energy inherently limited.


Having made substantial progress in their effort to kill coal, the environmentalists are turning to natural gas as the next victim. We have to move “beyond natural gas,” says the Sierra Club, even though natural gas is reducing carbon emissions. In fact, they don’t seem to like any other feasible source of electricity, such as nuclear and hydro. We get about 90 percent of our power from sources that the environmental Left is trying to shut down. Four percent at most comes from wind and solar power. If we try to rely on wind turbines and solar panels, prices will skyrocket and the power supply will dwindle.


Who knows what fuels and energy systems may replace hydrocarbon in the future, but right now there are no alternatives that can compare in cost and versatility to fossil fuels. For the better part of two hundred years, “experts” have predicted that the end is nigh for fossil fuels. And as recently as 2011, at the beginning of the shale revolution, President Obama warned that “we are running out of oil.”


As we write, the price of oil has fallen to between $30 and $40 a barrel from $105 in 2014. This lower price is a sign of greater availability. If we look at the long-term trend of the price of oil, coal, and electricity, we see the continuing decline in price. The Malthusians have been wrong for many decades. There is no shortage of oil, gas, or food; they are getting more plentiful all the time. Technological progress always moves faster than the use of the resource—so instead of being finite, for all intents and purposes, our energy resources are limitless. As Mark P. Mills and Peter Huber put it, “What lies at the bottom of the bottomless well isn’t oil, it’s logic.”39 The doomster prognosticators misunderstand the master resource that is energy and the ultimate resource that is the human person, capable of endless creativity if free to innovate and prosper by that innovation.


So President Obama and the Malthusians were flat-out wrong. We are not running out of oil and gas, America is running into it. We are not degrading our environment but improving it. We have learned how to produce and consume energy with extraordinary environmental sensitivity. That is very good news for us and our children. America is one of the most fossil-fuel rich nations on the planet. In addition to its newly reclaimed position as the globally dominating producer of oil and natural gas, this country also holds the world’s largest reserves of coal—perhaps a five-hundred-year supply. From an economic competitive standpoint, for the United States to stop producing fossil fuels would be like Iowa’s giving up corn or Columbia’s giving up coffee.


Energy Abundance: A Gateway to Health and Wealth


The pivotal physical breakthroughs in mankind’s history all can be viewed as energy revolutions. The first was the Neolithic agricultural revolution, when men shifted from hunting to farming. The Industrial Revolution’s creative applications of fossil fuels holds second place among mankind’s energy revolutions. And electricity—a new form of energy providing limitless services including vanquishing darkness—is yet another transformative energy enrichment. Even the recent digital revolution in communication and information technology can be viewed as another epochal energy advance. Now photons—light itself—transmit knowledge at great speed. And the shale revolution is another worthy candidate for mankind’s energy hall of fame. Achieved by creative refinements of technology, the shale revolution secured access to the source rock of fossil fuels—the world’s mother lode of hydrocarbons thought forever locked in shale.


Each of these revolutions achieved more power, light, services, and information at greater efficiency, higher speeds, and with smaller, more compact infrastructure. We doubt that the green energy revolution will become a lasting member of those energy revolutions that so amplified our lives—at least not anytime soon.
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Growth in Oil and Gas Employment Outpaces the Rest of the Economy
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The recent breakthroughs in fracking and horizontal drilling, access to shale oil and gas, improvements in deep-sea drilling, and production of Canada’s oil sands have opened a new era of abundant energy, which no one would have predicted at the turn of the millennium. It is critical that policy makers understand the magnificent potential of this new era of fossil fuels and reject attempts to disrupt this bountiful future.


If we get our energy policies right in America—which is simply to keep the government from picking winners and losers and letting energy sources compete in the free enterprise system—America is set not just to be energy independent, but energy dominant. The price of energy will continue to fall in the twenty-first century. We will produce millions of new jobs in the energy sector, and become the primary energy source of the world, just as we are already the breadbasket of the world. The shale boom has already been responsible for all net new jobs in America from 2007–2012. See Figure 1.4.


Yet much of humanity has not yet had access to the energy enrichment that has so amplified and eased our lives. Although the benefits of cheap and abundant energy from fossil fuels have improved living conditions across the world, over a billion human beings still have no access to electricity, and green policies are thwarting access to affordable electricity to those still living in energy scarcity. International financial institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund mandate expensive, unreliable green energy and will not finance energy projects using fossil fuels. Rather than suppressing access to the most efficient and affordable electric generation from fossil fuels, the practical and humane course would be to enable use of affordable fossil fuels in an environmentally responsible manner.


Superabundant, made-in-America energy will help reduce income inequality because cheap energy is vital for the poor. And as energy costs fall around the world thanks to the breakthrough in drilling and mining technologies, the world will get richer too. The world’s poor, many of whom now lack basic power, will be liberated by this cheap energy revolution and will benefit the most. While the plunge in the price of oil challenged the industry which drove the shale revolution, the decline in oil prices and gasoline prices at the pump saved American consumers an estimated $150 billion per year, or at least $750 per family. Low energy prices are a massive economic stimulus. Because energy is an ingredient of everything that is produced, lower energy costs lower the price of everything.


The shale oil and gas revolution will make us safer. It is one of the greatest national security trump cards America holds in the war against terrorism. Until a few years ago, most of the proved oil reserves were in the hands of nationally-owned oil companies in some of the most autocratic countries of the world: Saudi Arabia, Iran, Russia, Venezuela, Libya. If our government allows America to become an energy-exporting power, the influence of these countries and their allies will wane.


If we sell oil to our allies rather than buy oil from our antagonists, the axis of geopolitical power will tilt in our favor. Shale oil and gas have defanged OPEC, which disrupted the world economy for more than forty years. The oil sheiks who have ruled energy policy for all these decades are in a state of panic, and only the green movement in America can save them.


Fossil fuels are wonder fuels. If we want a just, prosperous, healthy, and safe world that respects the rights and dignity of the individual, we have a moral imperative to use them in a responsible and productive way. As we shall show later, there is an estimated 1.5 trillion barrels of recoverable oil on federal lands. Even at $30 or $40 a barrel, that’s worth roughly $50 trillion. The greatest blunder that America could make for this generation and those to follow would be to leave this treasure chest of energy resources in the ground.
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