ENERGY EFFICIENCY

Conservationists, manufacturers warm to DOE because of efficiency standards
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For the first time in a decade, energy efficiency advocates and equipment manufacturers who have criticized the Energy Department for failing to set conservation standards are warming

to DOE for its efforts to set rules for energy-saving products. Buoyed partly by the new energy law, which offers tax incentives to erect more energy-efficient buildings and establishes efficiency

standards for 15 electricity-intensive products, advocacy groups and manufacturers also have applauded DOE for being more attentive to conservation, both in words and in practice.

Andrew deLaski, executive director of the Appliance Standards Awareness Project, called recent DOE efforts a positive development. DeLaski, who has been a harsh critic of DOE’s failure

to publish standards mandated by Congress in 1992, said, “The department appears to be living up to its responsibilities.” Evan Gaddis, president of the National Electrical Manufacturers Association, said “definitely I see a thawing here. I see a partnership. And I think we all have the same objective when you see the cost of energy.” Gaddis, who promoted the new Energy Policy Act’s commercial building tax deduction for efficient products Tuesday, said the department has been more active in urging greater efficiency.

In addition to issuing 15 rules mandated in the new law, DOE is said to be working rigorously to send guidance to the Treasury Department on how to implement its tax breaks for efficient products in homes and commercial buildings. These are among a slew of tax credits that DOE is trying to establish rules for by Jan. 1.

DOE is “trying to fast-track them,” Harry Misuriello, director of buildings for the Alliance to Save Energy, said of the efficiency tax credits. “We’ve had to run a little faster to keep up with them,” he said of his group’s efforts to provide input on the rules. Skeptics say the Bush administration’s new emphasis on energy efficiency could be traced to public outrage over high energy costs. Environmental groups have accused the department of advancing a toothless and ineffective public relations campaign to reduce energy use.

Marchant Wentworth, Washington representative for clean energy at the Union of Concerned Scientists, said “we think it’s a teachable moment with policymakers.” DOE has no choice

but to seek ways to conserve as natural gas prices escalate, he said. “Efficiency and renewables are the only tools left to do anything about natural gas,” he said.

According to the Energy Information Administration, the expected average price for heating oil will be $2.08 per gallon in 2005, and will climb to $2.34 next year, compared to $1.54 in 2004. Similarly, residential natural gas prices will average $15.25 per unit in 2006 — double the 2000 level. Industry and efficiency groups have been frustrated by DOE’s failure to craft efficiency standards that could address some of these concerns. But they say new unanimity among

their groups should make it easier for DOE to move ahead.

Joe Mattingly, an official with the Gas Appliance Manufacturers Association, said conservation groups and equipment makers may have been on opposite sides of the efficiency standards dispute, but they have both sought a resolution to the stalled rules. “We have had honest differences of opinion about what standards should be,” he said. But much of the frustration

of both sides has been trained at DOE, because both sides have been in limbo waiting for the department to issue rules, Mattingly said.

The department is more than a decade late issuing standards for a number of appliances and other electrical equipment. DOE has set a Nov. 15 meeting to schedule completion of efficiency standards, most notably for residential boilers, furnaces and electric transformers. The Bush administration named those two standards as among its top rulemaking priorities in a regulatory agenda published in the Federal Register last week. And though the standards probably will not be finalized until fall 2007, deLaski said the fact the department is talking seriously about meeting schedules is reassuring.

DOE also issued rules for the 15 standards just two months after the president enacted the Energy Policy Act. Those rules have to be followed by test procedures for each standard. But

representatives at the NEMA meeting said the test procedures mostly have been established by independent standards setting groups. 
