Perspective Piece:  Mark Kanazawa


Energy is a complex issue.  In thinking about the various options regarding its role in Carleton’s future, a number of issues should be considered.  Speaking as an economist, you won’t be surprised to hear me say that one is cost.  The history of energy prices shows large fluctuations, which are exacerbated by the fact that short-term demand for energy is relatively non-responsive to price changes.  What this does is to amplify the effect of supply shocks, of which we have seen quite a few over the years, on energy prices.  One thing this means is that when prices go up, even dramatically as they have in recent months, this is not necessarily indicative of a permanent hike, and it is possible to overreact both from a policy and institutional viewpoint.  It also means, however, that to the extent we will continue to rely on traditional, mostly fossil-fuel, sources of energy, we should expect uncertainty in the costs of energy and if possible, plan accordingly.  


None of this is to suggest that energy price hikes are only cyclical, and there is no secular upward trend.  Rising energy prices are to be expected as energy stocks are depleted and as this happens, Carleton should be pondering alternatives.  Unfortunately, it is extremely difficult to tell when we are “running out of energy” and history is full of instances when we thought we were running out of energy only to be proved incorrect.  On the other hand, over the long term there seems no doubt that depletion will happen some time.  In this light, a movement toward alternative energy sources would seem a prudent insurance plan.  “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket” applies to energy too.  The rapidity with which we should move in this direction should depend upon our best scientific and economic information regarding the relative costs of tradi-tional and nontraditional sources of energy.  It is possible to bear too large an institutional burden by moving too precipitously toward uneconomical alternatives.  


Nor is any of this to argue that budgetary cost is all that matters.  Reliance on traditional energy sources carries adverse environmental impacts including smog, acid rain, and global warming, which inflict significant costs on our national and global society.  Because individual and institutional users of energy typically do not think a whole lot about these external costs, fossil-fuel sources of energy tend to be used more than they should.  Keeping relative costs in mind, Carleton can contribute in a positive way to global welfare by using more environmentally benign sources of energy.  Energy conservation measures, which are often highly cost-effective, should not be discounted, either.  In any case, however, it should be recognized that the actual environmental impact of whatever Carleton does is likely to be small, in the larger scheme of things.  This is not to say we should not do them but rather, to suggest that any example we set, to the extent it encourages other institutions to follow suit, may be worth far more than what we accomplish in a narrow institutional sense.

