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Energy is a unique
commodity
Suchtopicsasenergyeconomics,energyman
agement,andenergyconservationhavebeen
discussedbroadly. Lately, it has becomein
creasinglyapparentthatanotherfundamental
of energyshouldbe considered-theunique
ness of energyas a market commodity. In
Chapter 21, the definition of economics is
quotedfrom Webster: "a social sciencecon
cernedchiefly with descriptionandanalysisof
the production, distribution, and consump
tion of goods and services."In light of this
definition, it should be noted that energy
resources,like other natural resourcesthat
supportthemonetarysystem,canbeandhave
beenconsideredas goods.

As goods,or a commodityof commerce,
energy resourcesmust be consideredquite
apartfrom all othercommodities,andentirely
differentrulesof monetaryeconomicsmust be
appliedif social systemsas we know themare
to survive.The moreadvancedsocioeconomic
systemsas they existtodaygenerallyconsider
energyresourcesin thesamecategoryin which
othercommoditiesof commerceare consid
ered. Yet energy resourcesare the single
commercialcommodityupon which the eco
nomic systemsare structured.

Man in earlier timesrecognizedthevalueof
energy resourcesin a way in which modern
educatedsocietiesdo not. Earlier societies,
both primitive andadvanced,in many cases
consideredenergyresourcesas agod-thesun
god,thegod of fire, etc. Today,countlesspolls
takenin the United Stateshave revealedthat
the averagecitizen doesnot think thereis an’
energyproblem, only a ploy on the part of
businessinstitutionsto increaseprofits. Many
believe, in the searchfor a solution, that the
otherguy should be doing somethingto con-

serve. We would do well to consider the
wisdom of thoseearliersocieties.

Energy is fundamentallymatter itself, an
observationthat Einstein quantified in his
energy-matterequation.Nootherresourceor
commodityapproachesthis fundamentalpo
sition.

Energy resources compared
In comparing energy resourceswith other
resourcesextractedfrom the earth, one can
use the metal resourcesas an example:iron,
copper,aluminum.Severaldifferencesimme
diately becomeapparent.Although we have
basedimmensesectorsof our socioeconomic
structureon these resources,none of them
could havebeenprocessedinto a useful form
without the assistanceof energy resources.
Althoughwe havehadeachof themavailable
and haveutilized eachof them for maximum
economicbenefit, the vast majority of prod
ucts andgoodsproducedthat usethem could
have been developedeventually by using
anothermetal. Furthermore,in the majority
of productapplications,theresourcematerial,
properly protected,did not deplete to an
unusableform, i.e., the automobilemadeof
steelcould be recycledby meltingit downand
using the steelto producea ‘later generation
unit. On the other hand, energy resources,
once usedby conversionto thermal energy,
not only cannotbe recycled,butcontributeto
the imbalanceof the systemthat is the bene
ficiary of their conversion.

Possibly the most valid comparisonof
energyresourcesto othernaturalresourcesis
the comparisonto air and water resources,
insofaras thebenefitto mankindis concerned.
Few, if any, would disagreewith the obser
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vation that man or animal life of any kind
could not survivewithout air andwater. The
availability of air on earthis universal,and,
contrary to energy resources,it is not con
sideredin any way an article of commerceor
an ingredient in the economicformula. Yet
air, left to the ecologicalcyclesof nature,is
replenishing.The factthat we useit to sustain
life doesnotconsumeit or useit up. It is only
the excessive,nonbiologicalenergy-consum
ing machinesand chemical processesmoti
vatedby energyconversionsystemsthattend
to degradethe air into a nonusablestate.
Water, the other resourcewithout which life
could not be sustained,is similar in many
respectsto air. There is, like air and fossil
energyresources,only a fixed amounton the
earth. However, like air, water is a recycling
commodity in the naturalorder of things. If
mankind utilizes water for biological pur
poses,it recyclesandis availablefor useagain
at a later time, which time dependslittle on
whetheror not it was used.Like air, however,
when onedepartsfrom the ecologicalcycle of
use and injects into the water a chemical
substancethat naturehas not provided for,
therecyclerateis retarded,thoughthewater is
still notconsumed.

Air and water are quite similar

From the standpointof these self-recycling
characteristics,air andwaterarequitesimilar.
Thefundamentaldifferenceis availability. Air
is universally available. Water, however, is
quite regional and local in its availability,
which has had a striking influence on the
patternof developmentof civilizations. Early
manmadehis homenearfreshwaterstreams,

lakes, and other natural resources.Today,
virtually all large areas of population are
located on major waterways,which provide
for both transportationand water to sustain
life. In areas in which water is available
beneaththe earth’s surface, energy in some
form is usedto raiseit to thesurface.Thelocal
availability of water makes it a good deal
different from air in the economicstructure.
Since all peopledo not have it available at
their point of need,we accepttheobligationto
pay for it as a utility, recognizingthat we are
paying the cost of treatmentand delivery.

Energyresourcesdiffer in two waysfrom air
and water. First, without air and water, ani
mal life could not exist under any circum
stances,whereasman could survive in primi
tive fashion without consuming depletable
energy resources.We havehowever,passed
thepoint of no returnin this regard.Mankind
could survive in limited regionsof the world
on the daily energyfrom the sun,eitheras a
direct form of heat or through the photo
syntheticprocessesof plant life. But eversince
the time that man learned to convert the
storedsolar energy in plant life to fire, the
dependenceon fire began,and now our entire
moderncivilization is basedupon it.

The secondfundamentaldifferenceis that,
unlike air and water sources, fossil energy
resourcesarenotecologicallyrecyclable.Once
the fossil energyhas beenextractedfrom the
earthandconvertedto a usefulform, starting
with heat, nonusablechemicalsare formed
that will not return to a convertibleenergy
resource.

It is the similarity of energyresourcesto air
and water, coupledwith the differences,that
makesenergya truly unique commodity.


