VEGETATION  POWER (page 34)

Most of the world's people still meet their fuel requirements by burning wood, other vegetation, or animal dung which is secondarily derived from vegetation. This has had many; disadvantages in some parts of the world, leading to deforestation and soil erosion, and to the waste of valuable fertilizer. Elsewhere, however, wood for fuel is one of many forest products which can be harvested on a sustainable basis without detracting from the production of other forest products. Wood fires, furthermore, have an attraction for people that exceeds their practical utility — perhaps because the human race has spent most of its existence sitting around campfires in the evening hours.

The potential contribution of wood for meeting total energy needs is small, although locally it can be of greatest significance. Other kinds of vegetation, either directly or in the form of plant or animal wastes, can make still more significant contri​bution to fuel requirements.

It has been proposed t that corn be used to produce fuel without greatly reducing its value for other purposes. Fermented corn will yield ethanol from its starch, and this can be used directly as a fuel for motor vehicle or other engines, or in a mix​ture with gasoline. The other corn products, the proteins and oils can be used directly for animal fodder. Heat for the distilling units can come from corn stalks. Animal manures can be retur​ned to fertilize the next crop of corn, and this particular system will produce milk, meat, or other animal products in addition to ethanol.

Already in operation are many systems that produce methane from animal and plant wastes.    Large-scale plants are in ope​ration which produce methane from city sewage. Thus two-thirds of the 5000 sewage treatment plants in Great Britain produce their own methane, which is used to process sewage sludge and to meet other power needs in the plant. The Southend and Nogden plants in the London metropolitan    area    generate   excess methane which is sold as heating gas, Methane production could* no doubt, be improved    were this to be considered a principal objective of the sewage treatment plant. All such plants produce dried sludge which could be used as fertilizer in a reasonably organized  economic system.    Smaller-scale    methane-producing units can be used to generate fuel for form use or for the use of small communities. Many of these are in operation in India, and since they produce fertilizer    as   well as fuel, are particularly valuable in those areas where animal dung would otherwise be used directly as fuel, with loss of its value as fertilizer. In addi​tion to providing a substitute for natural gas, which is in short supply, methane can be used directly to fuel    motor   vehicles. During World War II a high percentage of the civilian motor vehicles in Europe operated on methane.

Methane, methanol, ethanol and other gases, and alcohols derived from organic materials, as well as these materials in themselves, are all energy sources available to meet part of the needs of industrial civilization. None of them is a panacea but we should cease to look for panaceas. Simple answers to complex problems always create new problems.

Energy can also be produced from the great variety of waste products that otherwise must be disposed of, at an energy cost, by large and small communities. The city of St. Louis, for example, now uses solid wastes in place of other fuels in some of its electrical power plants. Other cities are also pursuing this type of answer to the solid waste pollution problem. One suspects, however, that much of the material burned — waste paper, for example —could have better uses if we could devise the proper means of sorting, reclaiming, and recycling.

