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How Many Deaths?

By Steve Huntoon

[t's high time we consider how many deaths
would result from higher residential energy
prices due to the energy transition. The Econ-
omist points out: “High energy prices can cost
lives. They discourage people from heating
their homes properly, and living in cold condi-
tions raises the risk of cardiac and respiratory
problems.”t

The Economist analyzed “excess deaths” in
Europe last winter that are attributable to

the enormous increase in residential energy
prices after Russian President Vladimir Putin
weaponized natural gas supply. Its chart shows
the correlation between higher energy prices
and higher excess deaths.

Based on these data and other inputs, The
Economist estimated that higher residential
energy prices resulted in 68,000 excess deaths
last winter in Europe — more excess deaths
than COVID during that period.

US Study

Disturbed by The Economist’s analysis, | went
looking for similar researchin the U.S. One
study came out earlier this year from three
economists with this conclusion: “Our esti-
mates imply that the 42% drop in the natural
gas price [13% decline in household energy
bills] in the late 2000s, mostly driven by the
shale gas boom, averted 12,500 deaths per
year inthe U.S. The effect appears to be espe-
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cially large in high-poverty communities.”?

Deaths can occur from reducing or forgoing

food or medicine to pay for energy (25% of U.S.

households reporting this form of energy inse-
curity) and/or living at an unhealthy tempera-
ture to save money (12% of U.S. households
reporting this form of energy insecurity).®

Implications for the Energy Transition

What are the implications for the U.S. energy
transition? California is a harbinger for the
rest of the country. Its residential electric rates
have increased way above the national aver-
age," duein large part to its energy transition
policies: ®
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These electric rate increases are just the
beginning given California’s zero-carbon man-
date for 2045.¢ Not to mention California’s
phase-out of natural gas use that will impose
sky-high electric rates for all space heating.”

As for the bigger picture, McKinsey says
net-zero globally will require $3.5 trillion
(that’s with a “t”) in new spending on low-
emission assets per year to 2050.8

What We Don’t Know

How many lives are being lost with rising
electric rates like these? We don’t know. And
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¢ My take on California’s scary no-carb future is here, https://www.energy-counsel.com/docs/No-Carb-California.pdf. Other reality checks are
haas.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/WP332.pdf, and here, htt
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that’s a problem.

We need to figure out how much energy tran-
sition policies would increase electric rates,
and how many deaths would result from such
rate increases.

That — along with myriad other public policy
considerations — needs to be factored into
public policy decisions, such as what higher
rates are justified, and who should pay them.”

A Closing Caveat

Let me acknowledge that there are other
public health aspects of the electric industry,
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t SDG&E customers pay in their bills go toward climate-related expenses.”
more-affordable. One such policy is California’s net metering rules for rooftop solar, which hurt lower income
energyathaas.wordpress.com/2021/06/01/rooftop-solar-inequity/ and https://energyathaas.wordpress.com/2022/06/05/myths-
solar-owners-tell-themselves/. The net metering rules are being changed prospectively, but
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not the least of which are climate change and
air pollution. Let me pass on the former other
than to observe the obvious: “It's complicat-
ed”*° About the latter a recent estimate put
the range of premature deaths from electric
generation air pollution at 4,000 to 9,000 per
year;! presumably that number will contin-
ue to decline as natural gas and renewables
continue to displace coal. It would seem from
data discussed at the outset that excess deaths
from the high rates necessary to end carbon
emissions would be many times the lives saved
from ending electric generation air pollution.
But who knows? And that’s a problem. &
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