TECHNO STAR-GAZING

Pessimists take note—extraordinary technological breakthroughs may
soon transform our environsnental borizon. Cold fusion, nanotechnology
and zero-point energy may be housebold words for our children.

ommitted environmentalists have a siege mentality

these days and oddly, it is the environment itself that is
doing much of the besieging. The briefest catalog of ecolog-
ical crises 1s enough to bring gloom to the stoutest heart. It
can be difficult to escape the feeling that the problems are so
overwhelming, so intractable, that there is no way out.

The environmentalists may be wrong to despair. A win-
dow out ot our collective darkened room may be opening.
Underlying the prevailing climate of despondency is the
assumption that the tundamentals underlying critical vari-
ables such as energy usage and manufacturing techniques
will change little, if at all. This is not necessarily so. These
are dramatic times and dramatic changes, paradigm- and
gestalt-busting changes, may be headed our way.

Cold Nuclear Fusion

By now most people know, or think they know, the story of
cold nuclear fusion. In 1989, two University of Utah scien-
tists, Stanley Pons and Martin Fleischmann, announced that
they were producing excess energy at normal room temper-
atures. A great comunotion ensued: if valid, cold fusion was
one of the greatest technological breakthroughs of the cen-
tury, if not all time.

Around the world, scientists tried to duplicate the find-
ings of Pons and Fleischmann. A few succeeded but many
failed. The worm was quick to turn. The University of Utah
scientists were denounced as incompetent scientists, if not
outright frauds. Cold fusion went down as a case study in
“pathological science.”

For most people, the book was closed, another sorry case
of hopes raised and dashed. But far from the story being
over, a new chapter was beginning. Quietly, without media
fanfare, cold fusion research continued, mostly ocutside
North America. Pons and Fleischmann re-settled in south-
em France, building a powerful lab with support from the
Toyota family of companies. Japan’s Ministry of Interna-
tional Trade and Industry (MITT) established a program for
cold fusion research with four-year funding of US$ 30 mil-
lion.

Slowly, the resurrection began. Scientist after scientist in
country after country-over thirty countries as of this writing-
reported the production of excess energy. Today, cold
fusion research is alive and well. In the words of Moray
King, an expert in new energy research and author of 7Tap-
ping the Zero-Point Energy, “You could shoot Pons and
Fleischmann tomorrow and it wouldn’t make a difference.”
(Not to the advancement of cold fusion, anyway!)

B y and large, the mainstream scientific community has
turned a blind eye to these developments—nowhere
more than in the U.S. This is difficult to explain, given
scientists’ professional commitment to objectivity and
rationality. From another angle, however, it is understand-

able. given the mainstream’s enormous emotional, intellec-
tual and financial investment in the status quo. including hot
tusion.

The U.S. Department of Energy, after receiving a nega-
tive report from the Energy Research Advisory Board, has
refused to fund cold fusion research. even though respected
government-sponsored labs such as Los Alamos and Oak
Ridge have produced evidence supporting the phenomenon.
The U.S. Patent Office refuses to issue patents in the field.
Seemingly irrational responses like these have armed sup-
porters of cold fusion with a phrase, “pathological skepti-
cism,” that they wield in delighted counterpoint to the
“pathological science” charge frequently hurled their way.

But the winds are changing, in no small measure
because the mainstream media have begun to sit up and take
notice. MIT’s respected Technology Review has published a
favorable article. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation
has produced an upbeat documentary. Even the Wall Street
Journal has run a respectful story. Although cold fusion has
not yet cast off its status as scientific pariah, it is clearly on
the road to redemption.

ore important than cold fusion’s reputation, though,
are its implications, which are nothing short of stag-
gering. Writing with typical brio in the magazine Cold
Fusion, novelist Arthur C Clarke describes them as follows:

“What are the implications of [findings of excess energy
produced by cold fusion]? I’d like to give several scenarios.

“There’s a conspiracy of hundreds of scientists in dozens
of countries. They re either totally incompetent, or they’re
superbly organized and out to make a killing in oil and coal
shares. :

“Slightly more probable: C/F is a laboratory curiosity. of
great theoretical but no practical importance. Frankly, I
doubt this. Anything so novel indicates a breakthrough of
some kind. The energy produced by the first uranium fission
experiments was trivial—but everyone with any imagina-
tion knew what it would lead to. Cold fusion can be scaled -
up to moderate levels, say 100 to 1,000 kilowatts. Even that
could be revolutionary, if cheap and safe units could be
manufactured. It would make possible the completely self-
contained home that Buckminster Fuller envisaged, because
the electric grid would no longer be necessary tor domestic
distribution. And it would be the end of the gas-fueled car—
none too soon. Automobiles could, quite literally, run on
water, though perhaps only heavy water.

“The third possibility is that there are no upper limits. In
that case, the Fossil Fuel Age has ended, along with CO,
buildup, acid rain and air pollution.”

And in a letter to vice-president Al Gore, Clarke added
the following addendum:

*“...With monotonous regularity, all throughout history,
religious crackpots have predicted the imminent end of the
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