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As a number of previous talks on this special session have pointed out, there is a real shift in attitudes—almost a sea change, if you will, regarding the view of bioethanol as part of a sustainable energy future.  This is very exciting to see.  In this talk, I will touch more broadly on the public debate about energy that frames these new points of view.  On the one hand, there is a growing sense of concern about the immediate future of our oil supply.  This growing concern has helped to catalyze the reassessment of biomass that we have witnessed in the past year.

But, the broader debate about energy is, in many ways, one that is so full of “noise” that there is a real risk that clear-sighted long term visions like the ones presented here could easily fall on deaf (if not confused) ears. Here is a case in point. Go to your local Barnes and Noble, and you might find these two books sitting on the shelf next to each other:

· Caltech professor David Goodstein’s Out of Gas: The End of the Age of Oil

· Conservative think tank writer Peter Huber’s” Bottomless Well: The Twilight of Fuel, the Virtue of Waste, and Why We Will Never Run Out of Energy

Such is the level of confusing and contradictory sound bites with which our public is constantly bombarded. Is it any wonder that the debate over energy in Congress is so badly broken?  

Other examples abound, but my favorite is probably the long-standing stalemate of expert opinions regarding the “energy balance” of ethanol. The sense that ethanol made from corn has a “negative” energy balance has reached sufficiently mythical proportions that we can find very thoughtful and well-intentioned writers such David Goodstein declaring that ethanol’s terrible energy balance “has long been known in the scientific community.”  Really?  I find no such consensus in the literature. This is a great example of how sound bites can overwhelm the debate so much so that even the scientific community falls prey to its effects.

The point of these examples is not so much to bemoan the dreadful state of public debate, but to call even more strongly for responsible, informative, balanced and credible discussions about our energy future and the role that biomass can play in it. And let’s start with some basic education about thermodynamics and clarity in terms.  Let’s avoid oversimplified, condescending discussions of energy, and really get down to the nitty gritty of the 2nd law of thermodynamics, which will help all of us to understand that all processes which convert one form of energy into a more useful form have a so-called “negative” energy balance.  The likes of Sadi Carnot wouldn’t have it any other way. Then let’s move the discussion toward an understanding of renewable and sustainable energy sources versus fossil fuels. I am a firm believer in people’s ability to “get it” if you give them a real chance. And if we can successfully inform the debate, we just might see things really happen for biomass over the next few years.

