
WHAT’S OUR EXCUSE? - Political Barriers to a Low Carbon Energy Conversion

Good afternoon.  My name is Steve Todd.  I am a PA licensed civil engineer, with almost two 
decades in practice.  I am also the Board Secretary of Stewards of the Lower Susquehanna, 
which advises and oversees the Lower Susquehanna Riverkeeper, and the Chair of the Derry 
Twp, Dauphin County Democratic Committee.  I appear today solely on behalf of myself, and 
not representing the views of either of those groups; I mention those rolls to give context to my 
diverse overview of the subject of conversion to a low carbon economy.  The argument can not 
be framed in a vacuum perspective of whether we could or should convert.  We can not 
consider only whether it is in our best interests of the peoples of the USA and Earth to do so. 

My presentation will focus on the political barriers to progress.  My experience during my 49 
years alive indicates strongly that nothing will be allowed of, by and for We The People until we 
cut the purse strings held by the few who benefit from harming us and our children’s beloved 
home, planet Earth.

Take the example of Monsanto’s Roundup.  Defined by private profitability? A wild success. 
Defined by public cost? A devastating failure.  Our job today is not to address either of these 
points.  It is to ask: Could (not should, could) We The People pull Roundup from our shelves…
from our land, air and water EVEN IF WE DECIDED WE WANTED TO? The same resounding 
“No” to which I answer: Will we be able to significantly switch to clean source until all fossil fuel 
profits are realized by the few and shrinking group that funds the political campaigns of those 
empowered - by each of our delegated sovereignty - to make both decisions.

There are plenty of #ALEC-related forums at this event, as there have been at the past several 
Prog Summits.  I salute those folks and recommend you attend as many as you can.  In light of 
that, I will not cover why our desires on the use of Roundup and clean source energy have been 
deemed irrelevant.  I will instead focus on how fossil fuels profits are institutionalized into our 
democratic republic. 

Our Government of, by, and for someone (but not us) is heading in the exact opposite direction.  
Our government’s trade policy favors increased fossil fuel consumption.  The low carbon 
conversion has enough legitimate hurdles, and actions of our elected officials only add to them.

Exporting US oil to South Korea.  This is a huge change as the US has not been allowed to 
export crude oil for 40 years, without rigid restrictions.  While this move will certainly help 
corporate oil owners, the New York Times says “Independent refiners argue that exports could 
mean more expensive domestic oil for them, which they say could mean higher prices for 
American consumers.”

We know that the natural gas industry is aggressively pushing NG export terminals at our 
coastal points; locally we are begging for Cove Point Maryland to even require an EIS as you 
would need to build a decent sized parking lot.  

Governments are sold out to big corporate interests.  The Trans Pacific Partnership, or TPP, is 
being pushed into ‘fast-track’ status.  This means POTUS can enter into it largely unilaterally, 
with very little and no meaningful congressional debate or approval.  Such a giveaway to our 
west rim businesses is not going unnoticed, and Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
(TAFTA) has been working its way through the process.  Conspicuously absent from TPP (and 
maybe from TAFTA are meaningful environmental or labor standards required of signatories; the 
fatal flaws of predecessors NAFTA and GATT.
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Both will give global corporations the right to sue governments (by extension, governments’ 
sovereign people) if their laws hinder profitability, or the corporations think they might.  The suits 
will occur before international tribunal, an infinitely powerful right the USA and other 
governments have strongly resisted granting citizens and governments. Indeed, it is critical to 
note that no provision of TPP or of TAFTA provides people or governments the right to sue 
corporations.

This will have profound turnaround effect on policy and legislation sovereign people have 
enacted.  New York State has chosen freely to ban #fracking, as The Democratic Party of its 
neighbor south in PA has made it a platform plank by comfortable margin of its elected 
Committee to pursue an indefinite moratorium. Both could, and I believe quickly would, be 
overridden by Royal Dutch Shell, British Petroleum or some one in Texas, under the corporate 
rights of these trade agreements. In an international tribunal. The sovereign people of New York 
and/or PA would be notified later, I guess; although I'm not aware of the mechanism whereby 
this tribunal would do so within these international treaties.

But perhaps the policy most directly conflicting with allowing a conversion to clean energy: 
Extraction stock prices are based on proven reserves, not on product in hand.

The industry’s stake is more insidious than just the money it makes here and now.  Stock values 
of resource extraction entities is calculated on proven reserves, not just on what is out of the 
ground now.  So to allow us to move to clean energy does not just cut revenues; it also cuts 
stock values...by a lot.  The fossil fuel industry's very survival depends on us burning all that has 
been proven to be profitably removable at that time, not just burn all currently held extracted 
quantities.

In 1994, the Bureau of Economic Analysis is an agency of the Department of Commerce found 
that “Failure to account symmetrically for mineral resources as a form of capital has been 
blamed both for their over- or under-exploitation”  Along with the Census Bureau, BEA is part of 
the Department's Economics and Statistics Administration. Although there are any number of 
ways to fairly correct for this - to allow reasonable leveraging of anticipated value creation - one 
was pursued above all.

By 2012, ”The primary determinants of the value of an oil and gas company are its reserves, 
level of production, and commodity price at the time of assessment,” according to Center for 
Energy Studies, Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge.

By 2014, this system had been rewarded to the point of perversion.  It is no longer good enough 
to value stocks based on what is likely (or: might) come to fruition.  Surprising no one, these 
unverifiable proven reserves are being wildly over-reported:  “Sixty-two of 73 U.S. shale drillers 
reported one estimate in mandatory filings with the Securities and Exchange Commission while 
citing higher potential figures to the public,” according to data compiled by Bloomberg.

Such over-reporting has a two-fold negative effect on energy independence and transition.  
Business Week reports that “Drillers use bigger forecasts to sell the hydraulic fracturing boom to 
investors and to persuade lawmakers to lift the 39-year-old ban on crude exports,” which we 
covered earlier.
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That same source reported that “A growing minority of investors and regulators are probing the 
possibility that untapped deposits of oil, gas and coal -- valued at trillions of dollars globally -- 
could become stranded assets as governments adopt stricter climate change policies.”  
Translation: if we do not burn every conceivably recoverable ounce of fossil fuels, we hinder 
profitability, or those corporations might think so.  And if the trade agreements above go 
through, We The People could be sued, before international tribunals…with no right to counter 
sue before those same bodies. 

Right here in PA, the conflict of fracking policy across our major watersheds is glaring, s I have 
covered in my blog, https://steventodd.wordpress.com.  While those sovereign citizens living in 
the Delaware River Watershed enjoy a complete moratorium prohibiting fracking - ostensibly to 
protect their water - the entire rest of the Commonwealth is subject to fracking - ostensibly 
because it is OK for our water.  This logically means that the laws of chemistry change by 
crossing a mountain range, or that the influence on policy does.  There may be an explanation 
other than that the Delaware generally feeds the water supplies of more generous campaign 
donors.  But I can’t imagine it.

How did we get here?  As both a repeat candidate, and active campaigner and an elected 
member of the Dauphin County Democratic Committee (and Chair of the Derry Twp Dems), I 
can tell you in a word: for-profit financing of the political campaigns of those we elect to 
represent us on these decisions.  Just as the independent video “We’re Not Broke” informs us 
that “If you take Bermuda (home of ‘Google Overseas”) out of the equation, $100 gets knocked 
off Googles share price,” so too are the stock prices of the fossil fuels producers dependent on 
maintaining destructive valuation policy.

The profits of industries that benefit from such policy will momentarily slow.  Their ability to fund 
political campaigns along with it.

For example, fracking industry campaign contributions for congressional candidates increased 
nearly 41 percent between the 2010 and 2012 election cycles; when Congress was most 
actively debating fracking oversight, and when widespread activist concerns started picking up 
critical mass in the earned media we depend on.  This effectively reframes the regulatory debate 
into one about how to tax it, instead of whether we should allow corporations to shoot 
carcinogens such as acetone and benzene, along with “trade secrets” we aren’t allowed to know 
the contents of beneath our common groundwater in the first place.

Corporations don’t vote yet, but in 2013, Montana introduced state legislation allowing them to.  
We The People have beaten them off so far.  Until #ALEC and others succeed, corporations are 
buying our elections by choosing the narrow field from which we can select, then funding both of 
them.

The #1 problem facing any significant reform on any issue. It is not that this party/team, nor the 
only other eerily similar one allowed at the table. It is that both are compromised and can't move 
without permission by their funders. We won't move to clean energy without this work first.


