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Climate activists like Bill McKibben insist we must "stop burning things" and electrify

all of our ... [+]  LIGHTROCKET VIA GETTY IMAGES

On Wednesday, a short item in the Federal

Register underscored the regressive nature of the “electrify
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everything” effort that is being promoted by some of America’s

highest-profile environmental groups, climate-change

activists, politicians, and academics. The item, published by the

Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy at the

Department of Energy, forecasts the “representative average

unit costs of five residential energy sources for the year 2021.”

The forecast shows that on an energy-equivalent

basis, electricity will cost about $39 per million Btu. It also

projects that one million Btu in the form of natural gas will cost

about $11, propane will cost about $19, No. 2 heating oil will

cost $20, and kerosene will cost $23. Thus, electricity will cost

nearly four times as much as natural gas and twice as much as

propane, a fuel that is commonly used by rural Americans in

their homes, and on their farms and ranches.

Pricing data published in the Federal Register on Wednesday show that on an energy-

equivalent basis, ... [+]  ROBERT BRYCE, FROM DOE DATA

https://rmi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/RMI_Economics_of_Electrifying_Buildings_2018.pdf
https://www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/bernie-sanders-proposes-renewables-buildout-and-public-electricity
https://twitter.com/mzjacobson/status/1193678137755930625?s=20
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2021-03-17/pdf/2021-05482.pdf
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As I wrote in these pages last month during the deadly

blizzard that paralyzed Texas for almost a week, there are a

myriad of problems with attempting to electrify all of our

transportation, industrial and residential energy systems. I

wrote, “attempting to electrify everything would be the opposite

of anti-fragile. Rather than make our networks and critical

systems more resilient and less vulnerable to disruptions caused

by extreme weather, bad actors, falling trees, or simple

negligence, electrifying everything would concentrate our

dependence on a single network, the electric grid, and in doing

so make nearly every aspect of our society prone to catastrophic

failure if — or rather, when — a widespread or extended

blackout occurs.” 

Indeed, the risks to our energy security, resilience, and

reliability are obvious. But the bigger, and more immediate

issue is the regressive nature of forcing consumers to use

electricity instead of energy sources like natural gas and

propane that sell for a quarter, or half, as much as the energy

that consumers can get from the electric grid. 

MORE FOR YOU

This Blizzard Exposes The Perils Of Attempting To ‘Electrify

Everything’

President Biden’s Inaugural Climate Move Should Be Saving

Nuclear Reactors Slated For Closure

Low-Income Texans Will Foot Big Bills After The Blackouts
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Last year, I published a report for the Foundation for Research

on Equal Opportunity that looked at the natural gas bans that

are being implemented in dozens of communities in California.

According to the Sierra Club, 42 California communities have

now imposed bans. On its website, the club, which is the largest

environmental group in America, claims that gas-free homes are

“a win for our climate, health, and safety.” In January, the city

of Denver released a plan that aims to ban natural gas

connections in new buildings by 2027. In February, the city

of Seattle enacted legislation that bans the use of natural gas in

new commercial buildings and large multifamily buildings.

In Massachusetts, about a dozen towns have partnered with the

Rocky Mountain Institute, which recently got a $10 million

grant from the Bezos Earth Fund, to advocate for the right to

ban the use of natural gas in homes and commercial buildings. 

Banning natural gas forces consumers to use more-expensive

electricity to heat their homes, cook their food, and heat the

water needed to wash their clothes and dishes. Proponents of

the electrify everything push, including the Natural Resources

Defense Council, which got $100 million from the Bezos Earth

Fund, prefer to call their efforts “beneficial electrification.” The

more accurate term is “forced electrification” because it will

increase the energy burden on low- and middle-income

consumers. 

Increasing the energy burden in states like California, which has

one of the highest poverty rates in the country, is indefensible.

When accounting for the cost of living, 18.1% of the state’s

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiKyKb6jezuAhUGHM0KHdWlAPcQFjAAegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Ffreopp.org%2Fthe-high-cost-of-california-electricity-is-increasing-poverty-d7bc4021b705&usg=AOvVaw2jHkgP1jPqJmkwK8Dln2aT
https://www.sierraclub.org/articles/2021/01/californias-cities-lead-way-gas-free-future
https://denverite.com/2021/01/26/denver-aims-to-ban-natural-gas-from-the-menu-of-energy-options-for-new-homes-and-buildings/
https://www.king5.com/article/tech/science/environment/seattle-new-building-energy-codes-ban-fossil-fuels/281-2a928b2d-6328-489d-9e12-a00a5013e4dc
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/latest-news-headlines/mass-building-gas-ban-movement-expands-after-2020-setback-62026427
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-11-16/bezos-climate-fund-discloses-first-grants-totalling-791-million
https://www.nrdc.org/media/2020/201116
https://www.nrdc.org/experts/vignesh-gowrishankar/beneficial-electrification-plug-greener-grid
https://www.energy.gov/eere/slsc/low-income-community-energy-solutions
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2019/demo/p60-268.pdf
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residents are living in poverty. Forcing poverty-stricken

Californians to use electricity instead of lower-cost natural gas

will increase the energy burden and worsen poverty. 

Despite these facts, bans on natural gas are being cheered by

some of America’s highest-profile climate activists. In January,

Bill McKibben, the founder of 350.org published an article in

the New Yorker in which he said if there is a “basic rule of

thumb for dealing with the climate crisis, it would be: stop

burning things” including natural gas. McKibben says we should

shift our energy needs to solar and wind energy. Also in

January, Mayor Bill de Blasio declared that New York City will

"renounce fossil fuels fully" and “ban fossil fuel connections in

the city by the end of this decade.” 

In March, Peter Iwanowicz, executive director of Environmental

Advocates of New York, declared that policymakers should stop

looking at the use of alternative fuels like renewable natural gas

because they “distract from the basic task of getting New

Yorkers to stop burning things.” 

I am pro-electricity. But the idea that we humans should “stop

burning things” in the name of climate change ignores the need

for energy security, resilience, and basic fairness. Over the past

five years, I traveled to India, Iceland, Lebanon, Puerto Rico,

Colorado, and New York to look at the world through the lens of

electricity. I’ve recently published a book (A Question of Power:

Electricity and the Wealth of Nations) and co-produced (with

my colleague, Tyson Culver) a documentary (Juice: How

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2019/demo/p60-268.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/news/annals-of-a-warming-planet/to-counter-climate-change-we-need-to-stop-burning-things
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/063-21/transcript-mayor-de-blasio-delivers-2021-state-the-city-address
https://www.nysfocus.com/2021/03/04/climate-action-council-emissions-lag/
https://www.amazon.com/Question-Power-Electricity-Wealth-Nations-dp-1610397495/dp/1610397495/ref=mt_hardcover?_encoding=UTF8&me=&qid=1566948775
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm6773756/
http://www.juicethemovie.com/
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Electricity Explains the World)  that spotlights electricity. The

book and film show that we need many terawatts of new

generation capacity to bring the 3 billion people in the world

who are now living in energy poverty out of the dark and into

the bright lights of modernity.

In short, the people of the world need more electricity. Lots

more. But the Texas Blackouts proved that we need diverse and

resilient energy networks that can deliver huge quantities of

energy during extreme weather events. Attempting to electrify

everything is a recipe for increased inequality and decreased

energy security and resilience.

Follow me on Twitter or LinkedIn. Check

out my website or some of my other work here. 

Robert Bryce

Robert Bryce is the host of the Power Hungry Podcast. An author and

journalist, Bryce has been writing about energy, politics, and the

environment for more than 30 years.… Read More

ADVERTISEMENT

Reprints & Permissions

http://www.juicethemovie.com/
https://www.twitter.com/@pwrhungry
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robert-bryce-3b5a5b4/
http://www.robertbryce.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Robert-Bryce/e/B001JP34OY/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
https://www.forbes.com/sites/robertbryce/
https://www.buzzsprout.com/1157633
https://www.forbes.com/sites/robertbryce/
https://www.parsintl.com/publication/forbes/

