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T he United States is blessed with ample nat-
ural resources, a strong economy, a vibrant 
system of universities and civil society 

groups, and world-class private companies. Each 
has contributed to the United States’ position as 
one of the largest energy producers and consumers 
in the world, and a leading source of innovative en-
ergy technologies. 

The United States faces a world in which the 
energy system is very much in a state of flux. Oil 
markets are slowly coming back into balance after 
two years of oversupply accompanied by a dramat-
ic fall in prices. The future price trajectory is un-
certain—even with OPEC’s recent decision to cut 
output.  A bumpy ride at lower price levels seems 
likely and one cannot discount the possibility of 
major price spikes driven by supply disruption.  

Economic headwinds and uncertainty in major 

economies like China are likely to weigh on expec-
tations for energy demand growth in all parts of the 
world. Technological, policy, and market changes 
continue to reshape established and developing 
electric power sectors in terms of generation mix, 
efficiency, and complexity of the grid. Geopolitical 
turmoil in certain key energy-producing regions of 
the world will continue to keep oil and gas markets 
on edge. A wave of populism, antiglobalization, 
and political discontent continues to weaken insti-
tutions and create a crisis of governance in many 
countries around the world. 

On the climate front, the United States has estab-
lished itself as a leader of global climate action and 
emissions reduction—but a huge amount of addi-
tional progress is needed to meet the stated global 
targets. Meanwhile, the center of gravity of global 
energy demand growth has shifted to developing 
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Federal climate-related policies that would have ex-
panded under a Clinton administration will almost 
certainly not advance (there is speculation over 
whether the state and local level complements to 
those policies may continue to hold). In the context 
of the global climate agenda that was seeking even 
greater emissions reductions than pledged in Paris, 
simply holding the line on U.S. emissions reduction 
achieved to date is suboptimal, taking actions that 
increases emissions could be disastrous. 
Another example is the pledge to deliver energy 

independence, a goal the United States is closer 
to achieving today than any time in the last 40 
years. Today, the United States is producing more 
energy than ever relative to its consumption and 
yet, it is just as tied to the fate of other countries 
as it was a decade ago, when our reliance on im-
ported energy was at its highest. It is unclear 
whether or not any of Donald Trump’s vague 
statements about standing up to OPEC and ad-
vancing energy independence will materialize as 
anything other than pro-energy production poli-
cies which will be welcomed by the oil, gas, and 
coal industry, but investments may be limited 
by an oversupplied global market, at least in the 
next couple of years, and actual production im-
pacts may be limited by the long time cycles in-
volved in new investments coming to fruition. As 
for the U.S. posture toward OPEC and other major 
oil producers and consumers, this will likely be 
more affected by other foreign policy issues, like 
our stance on trade, changes to the Iran nuclear 
agreement, and other security issues. 
As with other new administrations, Trump will in-

herit an energy system with its own dynamics and 
issues—only part of which is under federal control. 
These days the energy sector is undergoing some 
profound changes that will provide both obstacles 
and opportunities for the new administration to 
shape our collective energy future.
Take, for example, the U.S. electric power sector. 

Just eight short years ago, half of U.S. power gen-
eration was met by coal; that is down to 32 percent 
due to abundant natural gas resources, stricter en-
vironmental standards on coal-fired power plants, 
and an increase in solar and wind capacity. The 
trend away from coal is likely to continue absent 

countries, making those regions the landscape of 
the bulk of new energy investment and leading all 
energy sector stakeholders to focus on connecting 
the world’s poorest to modern energy services.

The election of Donald Trump as president has 
been characterized as an abrupt right turn for U.S. 
energy and climate change policies. Trump’s cam-
paign promises include rolling back environmental 
regulations, opening up more areas of oil and gas 
development, revitalizing the coal industry, pulling 
out of the Paris Climate Agreement, and making the 
U.S. energy independent. In reality the Trump ad-
ministration can take action toward each of these 
objectives but their impact will be somewhat con-
strained by process and market forces. 

For example, the process to roll back Obama-era 
leasing policies and environmental regulations 
is onerous and litigious, yielding very little long-
term certainty for investors in the affected sectors. 
Climate change is the area most affected by these 
changes, despite the aforementioned uncertainty. 

Today, the United 
States is producing 
more energy than 
ever relative to its 
consumption and 
yet, it is just as tied 
to the fate of other 
countries as it was  
a decade ago, 
when our reliance 
on imported energy 
was at its highest.
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regulations affecting the U.S. electric power sector. 
While the new administration has the authority to 
undertake certain deregulation, the process will 
be long and the government will be sued by states 
and environmental organizations. The outcome 
will be greater uncertainty rather than a clear sig-
nal toward more or less climate regulation over the 
lifetime of the long-term investments. Stakehold-
ers across the sector recognize that these changes 
are stressing a system whose physical and regula-
tory structure was designed for a different time, 
and changes must take place to accommodate the 
new realities of a system in transition.

Change is taking place in the transportation sec-
tor as well. The U.S. vehicle fleet has caught up 
with its international competitors in terms of fleet 
efficiency for the first time in decades. Ride and 
vehicle sharing is a growing phenomenon in most 
urban centers and the technology that enables it 
is largely considered to be the precursor for an 
entirely new transportation experience brought 
about by the eventual advent of fully autonomous 
vehicles. Amidst all this change the nation’s trans-

very significant government support. The U.S. has 
abundant gas resources, and existing state and 
federal policies and tax incentives, along with the 
declining cost of renewables, will keep renewables 
competitive. States across the country are exper-
imenting with new pricing and regulatory mod-
els to accommodate a host of distributed energy 
resources from rooftop solar, to energy storage 
and demand response technologies. All the while 
electricity demand in the United States is flat to 
declining because of lower economic growth and 
higher efficiency rates, meaning that large chang-
es to the fuel mix push out other sources. These 
trends will continue to challenge the role of coal 
and nuclear power. 

Eight nuclear reactors have announced plans to 
close and by some estimates, 15 to 20 more are 
likely to follow suit. Early next year the U.S. Dis-
trict Court will decide the fate of the first ever sec-
tor-wide standard for carbon dioxide regulation 
as part of the Clean Power Plan regulation. The 
Trump administration has pledged to roll back this 
regulation along with many other environmental 
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nomic and social mobility is under-
developed and self-serving. This is an 
area where a bipartisan effort to tru-
ly understand energy’s role in social 
and economic mobility and improve 
our policies and investments would 
make a lot of sense.
Energy plays an important strategic 

role in the strength of the U.S. economy 
and our relationships with other coun-

tries. While the Trump administration’s campaign 
agenda will be constrained by both process and 
market factors, a dynamic energy industry affords 
a great many opportunities as well. They are oppor-
tunities worth taking. 

portation system is stuck in a time warp. High-
ways, bridges, and rail systems remain woefully 
under-maintained and pose safety hazards as well 
as a general drag on the economy. Many state and 
local communities are modernizing their transit 
infrastructure but much more can and should be 
done. The Trump administration campaigned on 
a promise to invest in the nation’s infrastructure, 
much of which includes the transportation sector. 
Smart infrastructure policies and reinvestments 
could be a very welcome and needed advancement 
in this sector. 
Meanwhile, the U.S. oil and gas production revo-

lution continues. Despite two years of low oil and 
natural gas prices, U.S. production remains higher 
than it has been in decades. U.S. oil production is 
playing a central role in global oil market dynam-
ics and U.S. natural gas exports are being used as 
a symbol of the potential for a larger role for gas 
in the coming decades. Concerns over the envi-
ronmental impact of production, especially on-
shore, has spawned efforts by advocacy groups to 
stop producing all fossil fuels by directly targeting 
pipeline infrastructure development projects to 
ensure large onshore resources do not get devel-
oped. Ironically this is happening at the same time 
that much of the nation’s oil and gas infrastructure 
is reaching maturity and is in need of replacement. 
Several recent oil spills and gas leaks speak to the 
need to update and maintain this infrastructure. 
Building new pipelines like Keystone XL and Dako-
ta Access will get the most political attention in a 
new administration but the challenge to modern-
ize existing pipeline infrastructure and continuing 
to improve the environmental performance of the 
nation’s burgeoning oil and gas production will be 
critically important to address as well.
The new administration has a tremendous oppor-

tunity to harness these changes and make some 
much-needed reinvestments that will benefit the 
U.S. economy, and can even choose to do so in a 
way that is acceptable to both political parties. 
One of the few areas of agreement in this year’s 
deeply divided race for the presidency was on the 
need to rebuild the nation’s infrastructure and use 
the energy sector as a source for job creation and 
growth. While one party favored growth from so-

The trend away from 
coal is likely to continue 
absent very significant 
government support. 
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called clean energy sources and the other focused 
more on oil, natural gas, and coal, the underlying 
recognition of potential opportunity was present 
in both political parties. Several bills drafted in 
the current Congress, as well as the U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy through its Quadrennial Energy 
Review and the U.S. Department of Transportation 
with its Beyond Traffic report have laid out some 
good ideas about current infrastructure needs and 
challenges that must be addressed to face the en-
ergy infrastructure challenges of the future. The 
Trump administration would do well to rely on 
these documents and the insights they provide to 
inform their decision-making.
Another area of bipartisan agreement is on the 

innovation agenda. The United States is a world 
leader in energy, automotive, and agricultural 
technologies of all varieties and supporting the 
innovation ecosystems that allow that competi-
tive advantage to thrive is another area where real 
contributions to our long-term energy outlook 
can be achieved.
One final key message from this year’s election 

experience is that there is a great deal of dissat-
isfaction in both parties about the status of eco-
nomic and social mobility. This concern is likely 
to permeate energy debates at the national and 
local level on both the right and the left of the 
political spectrum because energy is often tied 
to economic opportunity and job creation. For 
the last several elections both political parties 
have suggested that economic growth at both a 
national and local level could be achieved either 
through low-carbon energy deployment or fos-
sil-based energy production and low energy pric-
es. What no politician is willing to admit is that 
our understanding of how energy fits into eco-
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