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Nonrenewable and Renewable Energy Resources

Earlier you said that energy can't be created or destroyed.
If energy can't be destroyed, why is there so much talk
about conserving energy?

When people talk about conserving energy, they're usually talking
about conserving usable energy. After all, even though energy
can't be destroyed, it can be converted into a form that we can't
easily use anymore. When gasoline is burned in a car's engine, for
instance, chemical energy stored in the gasoline is converted to
other forms. Only some of this energy is used to move the car
forward. Much of the rest is wasted as heat.

Some useful energy sources exist only in limited supplies. Once
these sources are used up, they cannot be replaced in a short
amount of time. These resources are called nonrenewable
resources. Fossil fuels, such as coal, o, and natural gas, are
nonrenewable resources. Although fossil fuels are widely used
around the world, their supply is limited. Once they are used up,
we will not be able to make more. Coal is a nonrenewable fossil fuel. It is mined both
above and below ground. This surface mine is located
in Wyoming.
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Some two billion people in the world
use wood, cow dung, crop residues,
and grass for heating and cooking.
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What are some other energy sources besides fossil fuels?

Some examples of alternative energy sources include solar energy, wind energy, and hydroelectric
energy. Solar power plants use energy from sunlight to heat water to steam. The steam is used
to turn a turbine and generate electricity. Solar cells, such as those in solar-powered calculators,
are able to change light energy directly into electrical energy.

Electricity can also be produced from wind energy. A wind farm consists of a large number of wind
turbines (or windmills). As the blades of the wind turbines move, they turn electric generators. In
a similar way, hydroelectric power plants use the energy of moving water to turn turbines and
generate electricity. Hydroelectric power plants are built near dams or waterfalls.

Alternative energy sources offer an alternative to fossil fuels. Many alternative energy sources are
renewable—that is, they can be replaced in a short amount of time. In addition, alternative energy
resources often cause less pollution than fossil fuels do.
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Are alternative energy sources used to produce most of our energy?

No. Right now, fossil fuels are the major source of energy in the
United States. One reason for this is that alternative energy
sources aren't always practical. For example, hydroelectric power
plants can be built only in certain spots. Many suitable rivers have
already been dammed, so the number of new hydroelectric power
plants that can be built is limited. Another disadvantage of
hydroelectric power plants is that they can have a negative impact
on some types of river wildife. For example, the damming of a
river changes the river's depth and rate of flow. These changes
can affect the types of plants that can live in the river, and
changes in the river's plant life can affect the animal life as well.

One problem with solar power is that it can't be used to produce
electricity at night or on doudy days. Solar power plants also
require a large area of land where mirrors can be set up to focus Windmills
the sun's rays. Wind power has similar problems: electricity can be

produced only when the wind is blowing, and wind farms take up a

large amount of space.
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