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“Natural Gas – the only energy source with a past that has a future” 
 
Mission:  
We are seeking to establish a research and outreach center that presents an interdisciplinary 
forum for a mix of social science and physical perspectives on “global natural gas.” It is 
increasingly clear from our work as geographers, anthropologists and energy scientists, that the 
world is undergoing a transition in which high-energy economies are preoccupied with energy 
security, environmental sustainability, and economic competitiveness. It is also clear that these 
concerns are being induced from several centers around the world, especially “the West,” and 
that these policies affect people’s lives and cultures around the globe in new and unpredictable 
ways.  

 
Today, the mass mobility of people and goods, a rising amount and faster delivery of 
information, increases in energy consumption for both industrial production and leisure are 
accelerating and complicating these policies. Multinational corporations, financial markets and 
free-trade agreements are producing energy flows on a scale and speed as never before. The 
global consumption of energy is increasingly facilitated by technological advances in the 
construction of a costly infrastructure that once separated the “developed” from the 
“underdeveloped” worlds.  
 
On the one hand, people all around the globe are learning to become rational energy consumers, 
and taking part in the convenience, versatility, and reliability of delivered energy services. On 
the other hand, however, these policies are creating new forms and areas of privilege and 
disadvantage around the world, leading to new forms of affluence and poverty, domination and 
resistance, exploitation and violent responses. In other words, local cultures, ecologies, and 
people’s lives are being affected by “energy globalization” in multiple and not necessarily 
positive ways. 
 
We believe that our Center for Global Natural Gas has profound implications for the issues of 
energy security, human rights, sustainability, and economic competitiveness in various parts of 
the world, including Africa, the Arctic, and the United States. Natural gas, with its low 
environmental impact, especially for electricity generation, is poised to become a dual fuel 
alongside renewables. Today, regionally-isolated natural gas markets are giving way to an 
international and interdependent market of global gas. It is an important resource for developing 
countries that are energy poor and that are currently dependent on highly polluting fuels or 
expensive imports. But production activities can disrupt sensitive environments and threaten the 
cultural integrity of vulnerable populations living within exploration areas such as the Amazon, 
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Central Africa, Western Siberia and Alaska. Conflict over development includes also emerging 
cartel geopolitics and migration of crews to new reserves creating socioeconomic and human 
rights concerns. 
 
Because energy policy today mostly ignores a holistic and critical analysis of the energy 
transition, it is often narrowly presented in economic terms. As a result a diverse set of 
stakeholders and the public are often unaware of the true challenges that democratic ideals in 
various parts of the world face as a result of “energy globalization” and becomes increasingly 
left out of the democratic participation in the social and political process. While the diversity of 
energy stakeholders is increasing, no one has yet thought of creating a center that applies 
environmental justice, participatory, and energy science perspectives to the different ways in 
which people and places on the world map are effected by the process of energy globalization. 
 
Frequently, energy policy centers identify the economic and technical problems involved in 
energy development. But such approaches tend to treat the changes in different places 
independently from the global processes that induce, mediate, and connect them. And when they 
do, they tend to gloss over the political and social implications these changes have for people’s 
lives, presenting them instead as a simple, inevitable, and even progressive advancement of 
“Western liberal democracy” and “free markets.”  
 
We are aware that there exists today a broad, increasingly diverse group of stakeholders that 
yearns for a more complex and critical understanding of energy globalization. The presence of 
this audience is demonstrated, for example, by a proliferation of new consulting firms offering 
sophisticated analysis on economics of supply, demand and price projection. However these 
forms of consultation tend not to analyze energy globalization critically. The audience of these 
services, we believe, is interested in finding out about energy globalization not as a simple 
movement toward Western cultural homogenization, but as a complex process wrought with both 
contradiction and potential. At the same time, the place where processes of energy globalization 
have received a much more critical attention is academia. However, academia is disadvantaged 
by its limited access to broader stakeholders. There has not yet emerged a center that links two 
elements of one chain: first, critically analyzes the experience of energy globalization by people 
across the globe and, second, addresses this analysis to a diverse set of stakeholders and publics.  

 
A center that we propose to launch will provide precisely such a link: it will provide a critical 
view of energy globalization developed in academia, presenting this view in a language that is 
accessible to a diverse set of stakeholders and audiences. We believe that such a center is not 
only missing today but is of a pressing importance.  
 

 
Format:  
The Center will consist of a Director and administrative staff (1-2 persons) and a team of five 
Post-Doctoral researchers who will cover diverse angles of global gas and act as a group to 
consider issues. 

  
Our outreach and research methods integrate environmental justice, critical political-economic 
and science perspectives. We envision natural gas as an assemblage of technical, social, political 
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and economic concerns evolving rapidly but with important conversations needing to taking 
place. 
 

I. Outreach  
Outreach will aim to create confidence among diverse stakeholders on natural gas energy 
development concerns. The goal will be to create communities of interpretation surrounding 
uncertainties. With uncertainties stemming from industry restructuring, price volatility, 
environmental justice and participation there is a continual need among government, industry 
and community stakeholders to stabilize perspectives and create alliances on development. It is 
only through alliances that particular ideas can gain momentum to become policy. The stated 
intent of an alliance is to pursue a common goal. Such alliances comprise what we conceive of as 
an imagined community. While members of a community may not know each other, they are 
aware of each other’s existence as supporters of a shared cause. The stabilization of an alliance, 
however, relies upon a sustained perception of the credibility of a given relationship toward 
development. It is incumbent upon an alliance, if it wishes to convert others and win support, to 
produce an image of development that is believable and authoritative. This can be accomplished 
through a variety of social technologies that combine technical evaluation with new modes of 
communication, socialization and ritual-like learning environments. Social technologies, such as 
scenario planning, life cycle analysis, workshops and the like provide the possibility of forming 
alliances between groups with different agendas.  
 

II. Research  
Research will identify distribution impacts (and inequities) of extraction and consumption among 
socioeconomic and ethnic groups, communities, countries, and ecosystems. Concerns include the 
distribution of control over environmental and socioeconomic costs of natural gas, the risks, 
procedures and politics surrounding regulation of risks. Our political economic, science and life 
cycles perspectives will evaluate the distribution of costs and benefits of industrial and 
consuming activities. Our concern is ownership but also control over key stages of the chain that 
can influence who benefits and pays for costs of development. We evaluate patterns of control 
over resources, infrastructure and assess the distribution of control over government decision-
making and regulation of industry.  
 

• Research and Outreach deliverables will become available through a suite of Service 
Components and Enhancements:  

 
Service Components:   

• Ongoing Reports of near- and medium-term developments (2-3 months to 5-7 years) 
• Periodic Briefs on key developments and the implications for decision-making  
• Timely Alerts defining policy options and interpreting political developments  
• Access to Intellectual Entrepreneurs to address questions related to research  

 
Enhancements: 

• Forums that provide clarity around opportunity spaces 
• Attendance at workshops to convene stakeholders and generate relationships 
• Interactive services such as conference call briefings 
• Customized consulting on specific projects 


