Nixon’s energy message
holds few surprises

President Nixon’s long awaited en-
ergy message last week contained few
surprises and produced an equally pre-
dictable set of reactions, with industry
spokesmen generally applauding the
President’s moves to meet the economic
exigencies of the “energy crisis,” while
conservationists and Democratic Con-
gressmen doubted the long-range effec-
tiveness of his plans.

By executive fiat, the President re-
moved the 14-year-old quotas on oil
imports and established in their stead
a system of licenses and fees allowing
essentially unlimited imports at higher
tariff rates. To balance the tendency of
this move creating a greater dependence
on foreign oil sources, he authorized
the Interior Department to triple off-
shore drilling leases by 1979. This order
allows drilling for the first time beyond
the 200-meter depth in the Gulf of
Mexico and beyond the Channel Islands
of California.

As a further incentive to domestic
exploration, the President proposed that
Congress establish a tax credit of 7
percent for “dry holes” and 12 per-
cent for “wet holes” to investors at-
tempting to open up new oil and gas
fields. To avoid the possible necessity
of bringing the increased oil imports into
this country through Canada and the
Bahamas, the President also recom-
mended to Congress the immediate
licensing of offshore, deepwater ports,
capable of handling the next generation
of supertankers.

Noting that an artifically low price
on natural gas had caused a one-third
increase in its use since 1966, depleting
known reserves by one-fifth since that
time, the President proposed legislation
removing the ceiling on gas prices at
the well so that rates might better re-
flect dwindling reserves.

The only oil industry criticism of
the message came from independent
operators who feared increased imports
would help only large companies who
can afford the costs and risks involved.
Congress seems disposed to retaining
natural gas price ceilings and to putting
responsibility for offshore ports into
the hands of an environmental agency
rather than to the Interior Department.
Conservationists expressed general ap-
pall over the whole message: “a giant
step backward for mankind,” said
David Brower, president of Friends of
the Earth.

The message grew largely from the
work of James E. Akins, head of the
State Department’s Offices of Fuels and
Energy, who reportedly wrote the first
draft. In an article under his own name
in the current issue of FOREIGN AF-
FAIRS, Akins stressed the need to pur-
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sue solutions to the energy crisis “on
a variety of fronts.” Looming in the
background of both messages is Akins’
implicit assumption that energy rates
will soon rise steeply and that war in
the Middle East could still vitally
threaten America’s oil supply.

Looking to the future, the President
called for increased use of cheap,
plentiful coal, more research to develop
alternative sources of energy, and more
rapid utilization of existing nuclear
technology. His proposals for meeting
these goals, however, came in for some
of the strongest criticism directed at
the speech.

To encourage expanded coal use, the
President urged states to adopt a go-
slow policy in implementing secondary
sulfur oxide standards. (As specified by
the Clean Air Act of 1970, “primary”
standards for sulfur oxide levels in the
atmosphere are set to ensure safety and
health by 1975; “secondary” standards,
set to provide “general welfare,” have
no deadline.) In a rare display of
agreement, coal industry and labor
spokesmen blasted the Administration
for insufficient funding of research and
development into ways of buring coal
cleanly. “Words won’t develop coal,”
United Mine Workers President Arnold
Miller said.

Similar reactions greeted the Presi-
dent’s proposals dealing with develop-
ment of solar energy, controlled fusion
and geothermal resources.

The President’s message, more than
anything else, responds to a simple
economic fact—gas and oil now ac-
count for more than three-quarters of
the nation’s energy, and present ex-
ploitation is not keeping pace with
accelerating demand. As Secretary of
the Treasury George Schultz told news-
men in a briefing on the energy mes-
sage, “We are not in a crisis at the
moment, but we could work ourselves
into one.” As incidents of fuel shortages
and brownouts mount, however, Con-
gress seems less inclined to share his
confidence. a

The fragile jungle:
Pressure of civilization

Vast, impenetrable, mysterious, the
world’s great jungles are also surpris-
ingly delicate, according to a new study
published by the Smithsonian Press.
Entitled Tropical Forest Ecosystems in
Africa and South America: A Com-
partive Study the book deals mainly
with details of plant and animal studies
in the Amazon and Congo basins, but
some of the authors also tell how new
intrusions of people and technology
could irreparably damage these most
verdant regions of earth.

Contrary to popular opinion, jungle
soil is not particularly rich. One of the
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authors, F. R. Fosberg of the Smith-
sonian Institution, tells how heavy rains
quickly leach nutrients from surface
layers of earth, resulting in poor fertili-
ty. As a result, plants themselves hold
70 percent of the total mineral nutrient
supply of the system. They must also
develop deep root systems to reach nu-
trients accumulated in lower soil layers.
When jungle is cleared, erosion starts
immediately and proceeds rapidly, leav-
ing exposed soil to harden into “iron-
stone.” Once destroyed over a large
area, the rain forests can seldom flour-
ish there again.

Primitive tribes evolved customs that
minimized their effect on the fragile
ecosystem, adds another Smithsonian
author, Betty J. Meggers; but introduc-
tion of new technology and medical
support, not accompanied by popula-
tion control, could produce disastrous
effects. Nutrient-poor soil produces veg-
etation deficient in food essentials, and
the Amazonian dwellers have tradition-
ally had to compete for the widely
dispersed and readily depleted protein
of wild animals. Out of this struggle
grew the “barbaric” practices of infan-
ticide, headhunting and various sexual
taboos that held tribal populations with-
in bounds set by their environment.
Population of much of the Amazon
basin remains at less than one person
per four square kilometers.

Successive waves of colonialists
changed many of the old practices, re-
sulting in a higher birthrate, but they
also introduced a variety of new dis-
eases, including smallpox, yellow fever
and malaria, that, says Meggers, ironi-
cally may have saved the Amazon jun-
gle in this century.

Now the situation is changing. A
giant highway is being constructed from
the old rubber capital of Belem to
Brazil’s capital of Brazilia, destroying
a 20-kilometer-wide strip of jungle
along its path. Mechanized farming
equipment makes modern clearing and
cultivation possible over wide areas,
where once only a few small plots of
soil were farmed and abandoned after
two or three plantings. Population
growth rates, meanwhile, have risen to
the world’s highest levels throughout
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