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Before I start exploring Carleton’s future energy, I want to collect a lot of data about Carleton’s energy present.  I assume the focus on energy is a focus on the resources used and byproducts produced to keep our campus operating.  I want to know details about our current energy use: how much do we use of what type of energy for what purposes.  Energy bills can provide total amounts used of gas and electricity, and examining how the amount used over time can provide a lot of information about when we are most energy hungry.  What actions corresponded to a reduction in our energy use, and which actions have increased our use of resources dramatically?  I would also want to do some estimates in an effort to create an itemized list of our major uses of electricity.  I would start by looking into electricity used for activities such as heating, cooling, lighting, computers, office machines, lab equipment, personal electronic peripherals, exercise equipment and swimming pool heating.  Rough estimates based on numbers of people or departments or rooms along with average ratings for various activities could point out where to focus our energies and point out areas where we might want to collect more precise data or make measurements of our own.  Estimating and evaluating energy use utilizes basic skills from my discipline, and could easily become a project for an introductory or intermediate physics class.

To go further, and explore an energy future requires broader perspectives and answers to questions that I cannot answer on my own.  What are our goals in exploring energy use?  What do we know about other aspects of Carleton’s future?  How much are we expecting to grow in terms of students, personnel and space? Presumably we would like to conserve resources to save money as well as preserve the environment. Are we also looking to provide a market for energy conservation products or leadership on energy issues or follow the lead of other institutions who have made strides in conservation and sustainability?  Can Carleton continue to make large expenditures that don’t provide economic returns for ten years or more?  Can Carleton afford not to?    

The specific skills of physicist would again come into play in assessing how much energy savings would be possible for various courses of action, but what those courses of action are, how feasible they are, economic consequences, how likely people would comply with behavioral changes – these questions require all sorts of input and perspectives beyond my own.

