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Representative Daniel Lipinski (IL-3)

Toward a New American Energy Policy – Introduction of H-Prize Act of 2007

Washington Auto Show, Jan. 23, 2007

First, let me begin by thanking the German Embassy for hosting this symposium and allowing us the chance to speak here today on such an important and timely topic.  As a proud owner of a Ford Escape hybrid and as a mechanical engineer by training, I am fascinated by all of the new and emerging technologies showcased here today, and commend everyone for your insight and the progress you have made in developing the machines of tomorrow. 

A year ago in his State of the Union address, President Bush said we must break America’s ‘addiction to oil,’ yet everyday our dependence on fossil fuels, especially those from abroad, continues to increase.  This dependence is bad for our national security, it is bad for our economic security, and it accelerates emissions that put an ever-increasing strain on our environment.  We must free ourselves from this dependence, and we must start now.  Hope is not enough. Rhetoric is not enough.  We need to take action.  

This new Congress began taking a step forward by passing H.R. 6 which will reduce our Nation’s dependence on oil by creating a Strategic Energy Efficiency and Renewables Reserve that will invest in clean, alternative energy resources and develop greater energy efficiency.

But much more needs to be done.  Numerous other bills seeking to improve the energy outlook await consideration in the House.  These range from short to medium term solutions, such as raising CAFE standards and taxing pollution, to long-term approaches such as research in alternative energy sources.  No one idea or program is going to solve all of our energy problems, but if we do not start to assemble the tools and build an energy model for the future, we will be no better off 20 years from now than we are today, and likely we will be much worse off. 

I have a background in engineering and I have always believed that we must do more to encourage the development of alternative energy sources – including hydrogen, ethanol, biofuels, solar power, wind power, and others.  An economy based on energy outside of fossil fuels is no longer implausible.  But to get there, we must invest in research and development now.  Research grants are the basis of this process, but we have a responsibility to find creative and new ways to inspire researchers, business leaders, and our youth to solve the problems that society faces.  

The transportation sector is responsible for 60 percent of America’s oil consumption, so it is important to focus on finding solutions in this area.  Congress has an important role to play here and it is my hope that new, bipartisan legislation will be passed to address our “oil addiction.”  The President is expected to have more to say about energy in his State of the Union tonight, and I look forward to hearing his proposals, and seeing an effort to follow through.  The new Democratic majority has also promised to work on alternative energy and climate change and I am very hopeful that this Congress will act.  And I emphasize that this should be a bipartisan approach because this is a challenge for all of us.  And all of us must work together to find solutions.  
And today I want to talk more specifically about one potential solution, the H-Prize act, which will promote advances in the use of hydrogen as a fuel source.  

America has a history of being at the forefront of technological breakthroughs.  We responded to great challenges, perhaps most famously President John F. Kennedy’s challenge to land a man on the moon before the end of the 1960s.  And we have seen that prizes have been an effective way to inspire technological advances, perhaps most famously the prize won by Lindbergh for his successful non-stop flight across the Atlantic, and more recently the award given to the first private team to build and fly a spaceship one-hundred kilometers above Earth.  Challenges and prizes help to spark the imagination of scientists, engineers, and entrepreneurs who invest blood, sweat, tears, and often large sums of money, to achieve a great goal.

That is why today, I have been joined by Representative Bob Inglis of South Carolina in reintroducing a bill to reward technological advancements in the use of hydrogen as an alternative energy source.  This legislation, known as the H-Prize Act, seeks to inspire researchers, entrepreneurs, and others to find specific solutions to the major challenges facing development and commercialization of hydrogen fuel.  This will be done by rewarding innovation for specific advances, and also awarding one grand prize for a special breakthrough in hydrogen energy. 
The environmental promise of hydrogen is great.  Hydrogen produces no emissions besides water.   Right now, hydrogen powered cars exist.  I have driven a Honda car fueled by hydrogen.  BMW has produced hydrogen autos and is getting some of those on the road.  I have seen the GM hydrogen car.  DaimlerChrysler has done work on hydrogen fueled vehicles.  And the big news today about this auto show is the new Ford car that is a hybrid plug-in and hydrogen fuel cell car.   These cars all have one thing in common besides being innovative – they are very expensive.  And we face hurdles with the production, storage, and distribution of hydrogen as a fuel.  Clearly, technological breakthroughs are needed to make it economically feasible to put a hydrogen car in every driveway.  The H-Prize is designed to inspire people, perhaps many not normally involved in federal research and development, to make these breakthroughs.    

The H-Prize Act, which passed the House in a bipartisan fashion last year in a vote of 416 to 6, sets up three prize categories over a ten year period.  Every two years, four $1M prizes will be given for advances in the production, storage, distribution, and utilization of hydrogen.  Every two years one $4M prize will be given for advances in prototype hydrogen vehicles.  And at the end of ten years, one grand prize of $10M will be given for a transformational advance in hydrogen energy technology.  We also hope to bring some private money in to add to the grand prize in order to help with commercial development.  An independent agency will develop all the criteria and will administer the program.  

Breakthroughs in hydrogen research and development, which I believe this bill will induce, unfortunately will not lower energy prices this year or next.  But it will help our country, and the world, address our long-term energy needs in a unique way.  The time to act is now.  And the H-Prize Act is a great place to start the road to a cleaner, more secure future for America.  

