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Oil prices are increasing and more and more money is being poured into ―clean‖ 

energy research. This research goes toward a myriad of applications, from third-

generation photovoltaics to pelamises. In addition, eco design principles — such as 

building larger windows on the south-facing side of buildings in the Northern 

Hemisphere — are gaining more and more clout in urban planning. But could all 

this effort is merely a proximate bandaging of the energy issue? Every technology 

and every energy-saving design only optimizes the existing system. What will all 

this work come to if our current system is fundamentally flawed, ultimately 

inefficient? 
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When electricity generation began in the late 1800’s, generation projects worked at 

small capacities to meet (very) local demands — a few electric lights here and 

there, etc. (see Power to the People for more information). As electricity use grew 

more widespread, it became necessary to construct generation plants of larger 

capacity. Nikola Tesla’s invention of alternating current enabled electricity to be 

transmitted over longer distances. In the context of the rationalist technocracies, 

social/political/economic systems governed by rationality, efficiency, etc. that have 

dominated Western thought since the Scientific Revolution, it is a given that 

standardization, consolidation, and expansion of any system could only lead to 

increased efficiency. Thus connecting the various power generation plants in a grid 

was the most logical development in electricity, given that unlike other 

commodities, electricity cannot be stored. The grid detached each individual 

generator from its load, creating a robust system that could most effectively 

distribute electricity. 

Because electricity cannot be stored, modern electricity grids have to anticipate 

demand. Electricity requirements fluctuate greatly over the course of any 24 hour 

period, but since some power plants require 24 to 36 hours to warm up to peak 

performance, these energy sources must be kept running constantly.  
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The daunting task of energy demand prediction has forced grid controllers to 

become efficient by employing a diverse mix of generators connected to the grid 

— from large-scale nuclear plants to quick-starting natural gas generators. 

Nevertheless, the structure of the grid – aside from amalgamations of small 

regional grids in North America – has not changed in a century, from when it was 

first established. 

The arrangement of the electricity grid reflects centralised thinking. All generators 

transmit into the grid without knowing who their users are.  Similarly, all users can 

just create a node — a point of use of electricity — without knowing their 

generators. This way of producing and consuming electricity fosters ―not-in-my-

backyard‖ ways of thinking in our energy system.  To producers, it does not matter 

what the demand is for, only that there is demand, and it needs to be met – so says 

the grid’s central command.  Likewise for consumers,  it does not matter what they 

demand, as one merely has to find a plug and the problem is solved.  To both, what 

really matters is the bill.  Rather than the safety-net that the grid first was from 

local fluctuations in supply, it has now become the first and only choice. The 

alternative energy field currently has two modes of application: the first is large 

generators – to replace fossil fuel-powered plants or to meet increased demand – 

that interact with the grid in the same manner as any power plant, the only 

difference being the source of the energy produced.   



Such efforts do nothing to solve the actual problem of excessive energy usage; they 

merely reduce emissions from the functioning of a power plant.  Continued 

reliance on alternative energy to sustain our current ways of using energy (to 

relieve our guilt about fossil fuel use) is doomed to fail, barring a technological 

miracle (which, admittedly, we cannot discount but cannot count on either) 

because the potential of all alternative energy sources varies depending on time 

and weather.  In a standardized, efficient system, the second cardinal rule 

governing operation, after efficiency, would be consistency — not something wind 

or solar generating stations, which depend on windy or sunny days, can offer.  In 

addition, for each alternative energy source, there are geographic 

limitations.  Moscow in the winter, for example, will simply not get enough sun 

(even on the south-facing side of buildings!) to power anything significant.  The 

beauty of fossil fuels is that anywhere in the world, at any time, with the same 

technology, the exact same yield can be extracted from a ton of coal.  Using 

alternative energy in the same manner as fossil fuels is a perpetual, self-

congratulatory game of catch-up – and when a sudden shock hits, such as a 

collapse in the supply fuels, a crash is inevitable. 

The second mode of application of alternative energy is an almost unexpected 

return to the initial application of electricity generation – local loads.   



In this sense, a solar-paneled, south-facing angled roof could be the main supplier 

of electricity to the house, with the grid used as a back-up in instances of increased 

demand or reduced production. Such houses exist, but at the moment are woefully 

out of touch with reality to be used in mass applications, since they are often just 

test projects intended to demonstrate that using alternative energy is feasible. 

Mass application of local generation requires a rigorous combination of 

architecture, engineering, and system integration.  At the outset, a breakdown of 

the electricity demand for each building should be considered.  The electricity 

needed for heating and lighting can be drastically reduced with smart design and 

upfront investment in effective windows and insulation. Ideally, such design 

principles would first be practiced in the urban centres and not cosy suburbs unlike 

previous schemes.  Because of the population density difference between urban 

and suburban living, the per capita investment cost needed to implement such 

designs would be considerably smaller in places of high population density. 

Such investment would also alleviate the strains on the existing grid. Though our 

energy use per capita may decrease due to increased consumer awareness or more 

efficient technology, our absolute energy use – not as a province, country, or 

continent, but as a species – will increase.  Until human population reaches 

equilibrium, energy use will continue to grow.   



Without a more localized approach to energy generation, the entirety of the 

increased demand will be placed on the grid.   Not only is sustaining the grid a 

technologically challenging feat, but it also concentrates risk in one monolithic 

entity. If the development of corporations, or biodiversity, has taught us anything, 

it is that distributed risk ensures that the entity does not fall.  Thus not only will a 

distributed, local-generation system decrease (or at the very least lessen the pace of 

increase) demand on the grid, it also hedges the risks, allowing the entire system, 

grid and local generation, to be more robust.  Because of the inevitable increase in 

energy use, with careful investment, regardless of the dependence on the grid itself, 

energy companies still stand to make large profits, the last word in any 

development project. 

That is the ultimate, long-term, outlook. But this does not mean that we should 

entirely discount the proximate, band-aid efforts. The interesting problem is that no 

matter how sound the long-term forecast, no matter how logical the conclusions, 

the path to the long-term is action on the short term.  The electricity grid evolved 

organically out of a collection of local generators. Though the proximate efforts at 

addressing the increase in demand for electricity may seem to conform to the 

existing system, it may be possible that such little-steps are the beginnings of an 

alternative system evolving organically out of our existing one.   



To borrow from Chen Yun’s ideology widely mis-attributed to Deng Xiao Ping 

(China’s paramount leader during the coutry’s opening up to the wold)  navigating 

our energy future is a bit like crossing the river one stone at a time.  Each 

technological innovation or alternative energy project is like a stone.  Every step 

we take, no matter how proximate or obscure in the macro-electric view, we need 

to treat as an important step and re-evaluate our new position. However, even more 

important that excising the contempt for each small step, we need to be sure 

of some form of long-term vision, we need to make sure that what we are crossing 

is a river first. 
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