Sustainability Spotlight: 
Panel Discussion on Developing Renewable Resources
By Stefanie Gregory, ’09

On February 5, as part of Meredith’s participation in the National Teach-In on Global Warming, a panel discussion was held on developing renewable resources. Professor of Economics Doug Wakeman, Professor of Chemistry Reg Shiflett and Associate Professor of Political Science Barbara True-Weber served on the panel.

Shiflett began the discussion by explaining that an increased amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is causing the dramatic increase in the Earth’s temperature. Carbon dioxide absorbs infrared radiation resulting in the temperature increase.

“A single tank of gas emits approximately 300 pounds of CO2 into the atmosphere,” Shiflett explained, giving an idea of exactly how much modern life is contributing to the temperature increase.

Shiflett discussed possible solutions to the problem.

“All we can do is change one form or energy to another form. Our nonrenewable resources like fossil fuel and nuclear energy are not very promising,” Shiflett said. “Renewable resources include biomass, geothermal, hydroelectric, wind and solar energy. However, biomass does not reduce CO2 and geothermal, hydroelectric, and wind are geographically limited.”

Shiflett believes the best bet is to convert to solar energy. “It is the closest thing to a truly sustainable source,” he said. “There are also problems with solar energy, though. It varies with the time of day and with weather conditions, 30% of all efficient solar cells would require a land area of 13,000 square miles to provide all the energy for the U.S. each year, and it requires mechanism for storage.”

Wakeman then presented about the economics of renewables. 

“If all we’re doing is finding other sources of stored energy to release, we’re not really doing anything,” Wakeman said.

Wakeman discussed issues related to conservation and water. “We can conserve as much as we want whenever we want,” he said. “It’s not popular, though, because there’s no money in it. And we hardly talk about water enough. In North Carolina, roughly 80% of water use goes to thermal electric power plant and comes back out into streams warmer and dirtier.”

True-Weber said it is important that young people get involved and stay involved with environmental issues.

“It’s hard to make choices when we know we won’t be around for the outcomes,” True-Weber said.

True-Weber does see a few hopeful trends. 

“All kinds of innovations are occurring at the grassroots,” she said. “It means Americans are innovating and beginning to think things through. Also, I think Obama gets it. I think he gets that there are new ways of thinking and communicating that students are more familiar with than their professors.”

The National Teach-In on Global Warming was held at Meredith and other institutions across the country on February 4 and 5. Meredith’s weekly chapel service focused on climate change and panel discussions on topics including “Responding to Climate Change” and “the Way Forward for Meredith,” were held. The College also hosted a screening of “The First 100 Days” a webcast discussion by members of the National Teach-In Advisory Board on the topic of global warming solutions for the first 100 days of President Barack Obama’s administration.

Faculty from academic areas including dance and theatre, psychology, education, foreign languages and literatures, business, religion/philosophy, biology, chemistry/geoscience, political science either contributed to the panel discussions or participated with their classes.
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