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Alternative Energy & Conservation

Do your parents ever remind you to “turn off the light” when you leave a room?  Well, there’s a good reason for that.  Electricity costs money.  The cost of lighting a single light bulb for just one day might only amount to a few cents, but those pennies quickly add up into dollars.  And the natural resources that fuel much of our electric power are limited, too.  What if they run out someday?  Will we have to turn out the lights forever?  Well, science and industry are working on ways to prevent that from happening.  Let’s look at some alternate means of powering our world.  
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Energy From the Earth

Geothermal Energy is as old as the planet itself.  “Geo” means earth, and “thermal” means heat.  Beneath the crust of the earth, the top layer of the mantle is hot, liquid rock called magma.  When a volcano erupts, that magma bursts through the crust and becomes lava.  But deep beneath the planet’s surface, underground rivers of water flow near this super-heated material, causing it to boil or turn to steam.  
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Full Steam Ahead

By drilling wells to tap this water, we are able to use its heat energy directly, or to convert it into electricity.  In Iceland, many buildings are heated in this way.  But even closer to home, many communities in California are connected by thousands of miles of insulated pipe that provide steam heat to public buildings during wintertime.  Where there is a surplus of geothermal heat, the hot water is piped to a power plant where it drives huge turbine engines that, in turn, generate electricity.  The cost of processing geothermal energy is about the same as fossil fuel-based energy.  But the resource is renewable and it is safe for the environment.
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Here Comes the Sun

No doubt you have seen solar panels that collect and store the sun’s energy.  But there are even simpler ways to put the sun’s powerful rays to work.  It’s called “passive solar energy”.  To best explain this concept, think about the time of day when sunlight streams into a particular room of your house.  Do you notice how much warmer it gets during that time?  And other than maybe drawing the drapes or opening the blinds, you had nothing to do with it.  Well, that’s passive solar energy.
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Catch Some Rays

By designing buildings and homes that capture this energy from the sun, heating bills can be reduced dramatically.  Ways of accomplishing this include installing skylights and large insulated windows that pull light and its radiant heat inside.  Also, constructing buildings with a southern exposure to the sun allows them to receive the maximum light during the day.
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Energy Efficiency

Tapping nature’s renewable resources is a splendid idea, but curbing our own wasteful use of energy is now a priority as well.  A majority of the electricity generated in the world is used to power our homes and household conveniences.  In the 1970s, the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) teamed up to create minimum standards for more efficient appliances, such as ovens, water heaters, washers and dryers.  By imposing penalties on manufacturers who failed to meet these standards, industry rose to the challenge by improving the way these machines operate.
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Even simple improvements like thicker insulation in refrigerators, better wiring in microwaves, and smarter thermostats in furnaces are saving hundreds of millions of dollars in electricity every year.  Those kinds of savings extend the life of our fossil fuels, buying us more time to perfect the alternative energy sources that will power our future.  So, as your mom and dad probably told you, don’t forget to turn out the light.
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