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End of the Fossil-Fuel Era

Will the European Union take the lead in staking out the future of energy?

Today the world gets a glimpse of the future.
General Motors’ revolutionary Hy-wire car makes
its debut at the Paris Motor Show. GM’s automobile
runs on hydrogen, the most basic and lightest ele-
ment in the universe. When burned, hydrogen
emits only pure water and heat.

The automobile is built on a fuel-cell chassis that
lasts for 20 years. Customers can snap on any model
they want. The car has no conventional steering
wheel and no pedals and is steered with a joystick. It
is a by-wire car for the dot-com generation.

While GM financed the car, much of the engi-
neering, design and software was developed in Eu-
rope. The GM car marks the beginning of the end of
the internal combustion engine and the shift from
an oil-based civilization to a hydrogen age. Its debut
in Europe also speaks to a great change taking place
in the way Europe and America view the future.

The European Union and the United States are
beginning to diverge in the most basic aspect of how
a society is organized: its energy regime. Nowhere
was this more apparent than in Johannesburg, at
the World Summit on Sustainable Development,
when the EU pushed for a target of 15 percent re-
newable energy by 2010 for the whole world, while
the United States fought the initiative. The EU has
already set its own internal target of 22 percent re-
newable energy for the generation of electricity, and
12 percent of all energy coming from renewable
sources, by 2010.

The difference in approach to the future of ener-
gy couldn’t be more stark. While the EUlsbemn-
ning to mobilize its industrial sector, research in-

stitutes and the public for the task of making the
transition into renewable resources and a hydrogen
future, the United States is pursuing an increasingly
desperate search to secure access to oil.

The sun is setting on the great fossil-fuel culture
that began with the harnessing of coal and steam
geologists disagree about when global production
of oil will peak—that is, reach the point where half
the known oil reserves and projected oil yet to be
discovered are used up. After that point, the price of
oilonworldnnrketssﬁeadilynsesasoﬂpmdmtmn
moves down.

The Cassandras say that peak production is likely
to occur as early as the end of this decade, but prob-
ably no later than 2020. The optimists say global
peak production won't occur until around 2040.
What’s most striking, however, is how little time
separates the two camps—only 20 to 30 years.
What they both agree on is that once global oil pro-
duction does peak, two-thirds of the remaining oil
reserves will be in the Middle East, the most politi-
cally unstable region of the world. What this means
is that countries still dependent on oil will struggle
to maintain access to the remaining Mideast oil
fields, with all of the risks and consequences that ac-
company that reality.

The difference in perspective between Europe
and America on this score is reflected in the atti-
tudes of the world’s giant energy companies. The
Royal Dutch/Shell, have made a long-term commit-
ment to making the transition out of fossil fuels and

are spending large amounts of money on renewabie
energy technologies and hydrogen research and.de-
velopment. BP’s new slogan is “Beyond Petroleum”
PhﬂJpWaws,chamnofthemanagmgdnectorgof
the Royal Dutch/Shell Group, has stated that his
company is preparing for the end of the hydrocar-
bon age and is exploring the promise of the hydro
gen economy. By contrast, the American energy
eompanyExxonMobﬂhasremmnedsteadfastmlts
long-term commitment to fossil fuels and has made
little effort to explore renewable energy atid
hydrogen.

'IheEumpeanUmmmmmposrhontobe:
come the first superpower to make the long-term
shift out of carbon-based fuels and into a hydrogen,
mAchangemmmrremmwofthlsmagumde
over the course of the next half-century is likely to
haveasprotmmdaneﬁectmsoaetyasmalm&
steam power did.

At some pomt,theUmtedStatesmustretlunkits
own energy future. 'Ihelasttlmetluscounh'ywas
awakened from its somnolence was in 1957, wheq
the Russians sent their first satellite into space,
Caught by surprise, we mobilized every corner 6f
American society to the task of catching up and sur-
pasmng&:eRumMaybelt’shmeﬁoranothﬁ
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