
Critics, including the American Association
for the Advancement of Science, worry that
this would allow the White House to pro-
tect corporate polluters or other favored
industry players when the scientific facts
show that they need to be regulated.

Second, some worry that the new rules
would slow down the regulatory process,
making it difficult for regulators to react
to changing circumstances. Joan
Claybrook, who heads the liberal special
interest group Public Citizen, told the
Washington Post that the new rules were a
form of “paralysis by analysis,” which
might obstruct needed new regulation
under the pretense of scientific integrity,
and might even delay federal response in
cases of health or environmental emergen-
cies. The proposed rules would give the
OMB final control over emergency decla-
rations by agencies like the Food and Drug
Administration and the Environmental
Protection Agency. In a letter to the White
House in early January, a group of 20 for-
mer top regulators—Republicans and
Democrats—complained that such an

exertion of control “could damage the fed-
eral system for protecting public health
and the environment.”

The Bush administration contends that
the proposed system would simply be a
way to bulk up peer review procedures,
which in many federal agencies are insuffi-
cient or too weak. “Even agencies that have
peer review policies have not been found to
implement them consistently,” an
unnamed administration official told the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch. But to this point,
the administration has offered few direct
answers to the particular contentions of
the critics.

It seems clear from these examples on
both sides of the pond that peer review
remains a useful—if imperfect—part of
the scientific process, and one that needs to
be applied very differently in different cir-
cumstances. A federal agency, after all, has
few “peers” who might review its work,
and scientific advances may not always
benefit from a secretive system that grants
established scientists a veto over new
research.
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Power-Hungry China
The International Consequences of China’s Quest for Energy

The Middle East, the oil baron of
the world, is the region on every-
one’s mind today when it comes to

energy policy. Too little attention, howev-
er, has been paid to power-hungry China,
where economic expansion, a burgeoning
car craze, population growth, and strained
power generation have resulted in rolling
blackouts across the country and
unleashed a newfound hunger for energy
supplies, especially oil.

At present, the vast majority of China’s
energy supply comes from coal. Mush-

rooming mining towns, a specter from
early American history, are springing up
across China’s landscape with a vengeance.
In 1949, China had just over 300 developed
mines. By 2002, the government counted
489 large mines, 1,025 medium mines, and
over 140,000 small mines under develop-
ment. China has cherry-picked from the
pool of modern drilling technology in the
hopes of producing an energy boom.

“In the past 50-odd years, China has
made great progress in its use of geophys-
ical exploration, geo-chemical exploration,
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remote sensing, drilling and tunneling
technologies, laboratory test and computer
technology for mineral resource prospect-
ing,” the Chinese government said in a
report released in December 2003. “It has
raised the scientific and technological level
of its mineral resources exploration.”

While China would like to depend
“mainly on the exploitation of its own min-
eral resources” to meet the needs of its
“modernization program,” according to
the Information Office of the State
Council, there remains “a fairly large gap”
between the country’s energy demands
and its domestic supplies of oil, natural
gas, coal, clean coal, and coalbed methane.

Twenty-two of China’s 29 provinces and
regions were hit by blackouts in 2003, ten
more than the previous year. “Last year,
Chinese power use rose 15 percent to a
record 1.908 trillion kilowatt-hours as the
economy grew at its fastest pace in six
years,” according to the International Herald
Tribune. In February 2004, the Chinese gov-
ernment announced it would invest roughly
$24 billion in new power plants that would
generate three times the electricity used by
New York City. “I don’t know of another
country besides China that’s adding more
generating capacity in a single year,” said
Hao Weiping, an official at the National
Development Reform Commission.

China’s oil industry is also producing at
record levels. According to an account
published in Fortune magazine in February,
“Daqing, China’s largest oilfield, is a
sprawling state-run colossus: 90,000
workers tending 50,000 wells linked by a
maze of pipelines and storage tanks across
an 800-square-mile expanse in the north-
eastern corner of the country. In the city of
Daqing itself, hundreds of rusting pumps
bob methodically—beside government
office buildings, behind restaurants and

karaoke bars, and in the midst of dingy
housing blocks.”

Thanks to a booming oil industry, China
is now the world’s fifth-largest producer of
crude oil. But growing production still
isn’t enough to keep up with growing
demand. China is set to become the sec-
ond-largest consumer of oil in 2004,
behind only the United States. Last year,
China consumed an average of 5.46 million
barrels of oil per day, forcing the country
to import $16.5 billion worth of refined oil
products—roughly a 30 percent increase
over the previous year.

Late in 2003 the government also
announced plans to develop four “strategic
oil reserve” sites capable of holding 75
days worth of oil, mirroring the U.S.
underground reserves stored in salt cav-
erns along the Gulf of Mexico.

At present, roughly four-fifths of
China’s oil imports come from the Middle
East—a fact that worries American law-
makers and Chinese officials alike, albeit
for very different reasons. “By
2015 … three-quarters of the Gulf ’s oil
will go to Asia, chiefly to China,” said Rep.
John Conyers, a Michigan Democrat
(quoting Mother Jones). “China’s growing
dependence on the Gulf could cause it to
develop closer military and political ties
with countries such as Iran and Iraq.”

But the real fights of the future may
involve the search for expanded oil
resources outside the Middle East. China
knows it needs to reach into its own terri-
tories, out into the seas, and out to neigh-
bors in the hopes of scoring more of the
world’s precious oil from less volatile areas
of the world. “China, the United States,
Japan, Europe and, increasingly, India—all
growing leery of dependence on the
volatile Middle East—are elbowing each
other in a rush to nontraditional oil
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sources in West Africa, the Caspian Sea,
Russia, South America and elsewhere,”
according to the Associated Press. The
dueling aims of the United States and
China may have placed the two countries
on a collision course over oil supplies, with
implications far beyond the energy sector.

“Interestingly, the three African coun-
tries visited by President Hu Jintao in late
January and early February—Egypt,
Gabon and Algeria—are all oil-exporting
states,” according to the Singapore Business
Times. “The trip’s main purpose was to
secure oil sources and to build up energy
relationships with those countries.” China
has signed agreements with France’s Total
Gabon oil company to ship Gabonese oil to
China, and China has invested hundreds of
millions of dollars in refineries in Algeria
in the past year.

The race for international energy sup-
plies will create a new series of energy
alliances and new twists on existing ones.
What this means for geopolitics and
American interests in the years ahead is an
open question—one of great strategic,
economic, and ethical significance. As the
Singapore Business Times recently observed:
“The Chinese realize that they are late
arrivals while the U.S. already has secured
its sources of oil, primarily in Saudi
Arabia. China therefore feels that it has to
compete aggressively with the U.S. and
Europe, and is willing to take the oil wher-
ever it can be found. While Western coun-
tries are sensitive to dealing with govern-
ments suspected of proliferation or of
human rights violations, the Chinese are
not deterred by such inhibitions.”

116 ~ THE NEW ATLANTIS

Copyright 2004. All rights reserved. See www.TheNewAtlantis.com for more information.

In a keynote address at the COMDEX trade
show on November 16, 2003, Microsoft
founder Bill Gates discussed the recent his-

tory of computing and the “seams and bound-
aries” that impede the flow of information.

The successes of the 1980s and 1990s
were pretty phenomenal, but those only
brought us, I would say, halfway to the
dream of what software and hardware
could do. Certainly, we achieved the title of
the most empowering device that’s ever
been created, the best device for communi-
cations, the best device for letting you
express your ideas, finding other people of
similar interests. We are there on every
one of those things. But in so many ways
in terms of simplicity, and even power,
we’re not there.

I think this decade is a very special

decade in terms of what we’ll be able to get
done. I’ve referred to it many times as the
Digital Decade, meaning that at the start
of the decade the number of people who
used computers for their regular activities
both in their work and at home was quite
modest. Creating documents [and using]
e-mail were really the only things … used
by hundreds of millions of people. By the
end of the decade, we’ll have over a half-
billion people who have so many things
that they do—whether it’s scheduling,
photos, music, organizing meetings, plan-
ning forecasts—all those things will be
driven by software assists. And so there’s
more productivity to be gained in the
advances that will come in the rest of this
decade than the industry has delivered in
our entire history up to this date. It’s

‘The Seams that Hold Us Back’
Bill Gates on Hardware, Software, and the Next Step in Computing
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