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An unexpected position



My energy education



The most useless subject



The moral case for 
fossil fuel 
divestment

1. Fossil fuels are destroying the 
planet


2. We can and rapidly will 

transition away from fossil 
fuels



The Transition Narrative

imminent 
environmental 
catastrophe

imminent renewable 
replacement ability 

radical 
restriction
 

+ à 



Method

When making decisions and 
predictions we need to look at 
the full impact of each option, 
with precision



Two realizations



The industry that powers every other industry



The lower cost energy is, the lower cost everything is 
The higher cost energy is, the higher cost everything is...



…including a high quality, safe environment



Our  amazing standard of living, including environmental 
quality depends on low-cost, reliable energy…



And 3 billion people lack it!



1.2 billion humans without any electricity…



2.7 billion humans rely on biomass for cooking and 
heating



Question

How can we continue and expand so 
more people have the opportunity to 
flourish?



Summary

Low-cost, reliable energy is 
indispensable to human 
flourishing, including a healthy 
and safe environment



Realization 2: Low-cost, reliable energy is 
far more difficult to produce than I thought



3 facts that changed my perspective on 
our energy choices



Fact 1: Over the last 200 
years entrepreneurs have 
tried to produce low-cost, 
reliable energy using many 
different fuels—including 
sun, wind, water, waves, 
tides, geothermal heat, 
wood, crops, radioactive 
material, uranium, thorium, 
oil, coal, gas



Amory Lovins, energy thought leader (1976)

“Recent research suggests 
that a largely or wholly 
solar economy can be 

constructed in the United 
States with straightforward 

soft technologies that are 
now demonstrated and 

now economic or nearly 
economic.”



Fact 2: Despite the existence of many forms of energy 
production, fossil fuels are the energy of choice over 80% of the 
time and are also the world's fastest-growing source of energy.



Why?



The cost of energy is the cost of 
the total process for producing 
it

It’s hard to create low-cost, 
reliable processes for all the 
energy needs of billions of 
people around the world—
especially for heavy-duty 
transportation energy


Mining
Processing
Manufacturing
Transportation
Operation
Maintenance
Disposal



Fact 3: Solar and wind depend on backup from reliable 
fuels and the more they are used the more expensive 
energy is 



The truth about solar and wind



The truth about solar and wind



The truth about solar and wind



Conclusion: The quality of life in the wealthy and poor world in the 
next several decades requires continued massive fossil fuel use  



Significant, let alone radical, restrictions would come at a 
catastrophic human cost



Are they worth it to reduce the side effects of fossil 
fuels, especially CO2 emissions?



It’s crucial to recognize and weigh the side 
effects, but we must do so with precision, 
not sloppiness



3 facts that  
changed my 
perspective on the 
significance of 
fossil fuels’ climate 
side effects

Easily verifiable facts, not 
opinion or extreme speculation



Fact 1

Environmental thought leaders 
have been predicting imminent 
climate doom for 30+ years.



Fact 1: Paul Ehrlich, leading ecologist (1970s) 

 “If I were a 
gambler, I would 
take even money 
that England will not 
exist in the year 
2000.”



Fact 1: John Holdren, leading ecologist

Predicted climate-induced famines 
could kill as many as a billion people 
before the year 2020

John Holdren

“As University of California 
physicist John Holdren has 
said, it is possible that 
carbon-dioxide climate-
induced famines could kill 
as many as a billion people 
before the year 2020.”  
 

–Holdren’s mentor Paul Ehrlich (1986)  



Fact 1: Top UN Environment Program Official prediction in 
1989 of catastrophe by 2000



Fact 2: Human beings are safer from climate today than 
we’ve ever been.



Fact 2

Data that changed my outlook: 
climate-related deaths, 
international disaster database



Low-cost, reliable energy from fossil fuels empowers us 
to make our climate safer



How many in 2018?

5625



Explanation: 
Thought leaders 
often ignore how 
low-cost, reliable 
energy helps us 
build a durable, 
resilient civilization. 



Fact 3 (other 
reason climate 
disaster predictions 
have been so 
wrong) While prominent models have 

predicted runaway warming and 
rapid sea level rises, we have 
experienced warming of only 2 
degrees Fahrenheit in the last 
150 years with sea level rises 
that are very slow compared to 
our ancestors.



A human view of temperatures 



“Unprecedented” sea level rises?



The true precedent for CO2 and temperature



Climate summary: We are having a mild 
warming influence on climate that we can 
readily adapt to. And we can, if necessary, 

adapt to much more



My full-context assessment: fossil fuels 
have irreplaceable benefits and extremely 
manageable risks that should make them 
a leading source of energy for decades to 
come.



Real possibilities

1. Unilateral disempowerment

2. Keeping poor countries poor



Energy freedom = amazing future



Framework
 



Perfect Planet 
Premise

Sufficient
Safe
Stable




Humans are polluter-parasites
 Goal: minimize human impact




Anti-human Values

Today’s thought leaders often 
use the goal of “green”: minimal 
environmental impact









Imperfect Planet 
Premise

Dangerous
Deficient
Dynamic




Humans are improver-producers

Goal: Maximize human flourishing 
through intelligent transformation 



Pro-human values

My standard of good is human 
flourishing (enhance the planet) 
not minimal impact (preserve 
the planet)



Idea of “transition” to an 
ideologically classified set of 
energies (“renewable”) is based 
on green assumptions and 
values—not objective analysis



There is a strong moral case for 
investing in fossil fuels…

…and promoting our freedom to 
produce, use, and invest in 
fossil fuels



Reframing the 
energy debate

•  Human flourishing
•  Full impact



Framing points, 
human flourishing

“Would you agree that our goal is to 
benefit human beings as much as 
possible?”
 
“Would you agree that our goal is not to 
impact the planet as little as possible—
then we could have no development—it’s 
to benefit human beings as much as 
possible?”
 
“I want the policy that benefits human 
beings the most.”
 
“I don’t want the policy that impacts the 
planet the least, I want the policy that 
benefits human beings the most.”
 



Framing points, full 
impact

For discussion about different policies:

“Would you agree that we need to look at 
the full impact of every policy, not just 
looking at the positives of a carbon tax 
without looking at the negatives?”
 
For discussion about different forms of 
energy:

“Would you agree that we need to look at 
the positives and negatives of every form 
of energy, not just the positives of 
renewables and the negatives of fossil 
fuels?”
 



Talking points 
about energy

The energy industry is the industry 
that powers every other industry

The more affordable energy is, the 
more affordable everything is

3 billion people lack low-cost, 
reliable energy 
 
The fossil fuel industry is the only 
industry that can produce low-cost, 
reliable energy for the billions of 
people who use it today and the 
billions more who aspire to use it in 
the future  
 




Free, shareable resources



alex@alexepstein.com 

Next steps


