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By Holman W. Jenkins Jr.

  Lamenting the politician's lot in "Profiles in Courage," John F. Kennedy wrote
that "In no other occupation is it expected that a man will sacrifice honors,
prestige and his chosen career on a single issue." Of course, no politician
would last long if he didn't blow with the wind nine times out of 10. But on
the tenth occasion even California has the right to expect some courage.
  We don't know what happens when an advanced economy like California's suffers
day after day of blackouts. We may be about to find out. Modern office
architecture becomes uninhabitable without air-conditioning and elevators. Old
people and asthmatics may die in the heat. So may drivers at unlit traffic
crossings.
  Steps could still be taken to lessen the blackouts, but voters wouldn't know
the difference, and it's so much easier to cast blame. Gov. Gray Davis prates
about a "war with Texas." And who knows what secret failures as a human being
led Bill Lockyer, the attorney general, to threaten Enron's Ken Lay with
homosexual rape in the California prison system.
  California has found itself singularly lacking in heroes in its hour of
crisis. Mr. Lockyer and Mr. Davis harp on price, but the true problem is the
unavailability of power at any price to meet the demand that exists under the
current structure of retail rates.
  Both must know the solution they noisily advocate, federal price controls
slapped across Western electricity markets, wouldn't bring power into existence
to close the gap. Their proposal would simply saddle the feds with the dirty
job of apportioning blackouts from California's mistakes across half a dozen
other states.
  In California itself, municipal utilities in Santa Clara, Palo Alto and other
towns have already announced they won't participate in rolling blackouts. The
Los Angeles Department of Water and Power certainly isn't volunteering. Why
should voters in other states? Why not just cut the lines and let California
monopolize the darkness? A state review board in Washington has already vetoed
a proposed plant rather than suffer local pollution for power destined for
California.
  Mr. Davis knows this; he knows price controls would create a new problem
without solving the shortages. Meanwhile, the specter nobody wants to talk
about is the state of California itself headed for bankruptcy if it continues
to be willing to pay any price to satisfy the demand of consumers shielded from
the true cost of power.
  Mr. Davis's version of the Big Lie is that Texas is to blame. Texas companies
account for just 12% of California's supply, having bought 7,000 of the 20,000
megawatts that local utilities were forced to sell under "deregulation." Being
in the right place at the right time has always been profitable, but any
windfall has been spread widely among suppliers of gas, pipeline capacity,
storage and ancillary services. Take Enron: Its revenues quadrupled in the past
year, but so did its costs, and profits are up only 31%.
  A leaked California memo names as two of the biggest "gougers" BC Hydro, owned
by Canadian taxpayers, and the U.S. Bonneville Power Administration. Their sin
was letting their reservoirs fill up overnight while meeting local needs with
spot-market power, so they could sell their own production for higher prices to
California during the day.
  These are precisely efforts that might stop if price controls were imposed
across the West, making the shortages worse, probably much worse. Northwestern
smelters might be better off reclaiming the cheap hydro they've been passing on
to California -- 3,000 megawatts, enough for two million homes. Farmers could
resume irrigating. Seattle, Tacoma, Boise and other neighbors have all done
what California has failed yet to do, hiking rates to curb demand.
  Rather than emulate them, Gov. Davis's peacock of an energy czar, David
Freeman, babbles about "public power," the answer to a question nobody asked,
the solution to a nonexistent problem.
  Prices of electricity and natural gas for future delivery are already falling
as investors race to build new plants and pipelines to meet the state's future
needs. Markets foresee the crisis ending without Mr. Freeman's antique New Deal
schemes. What's been missing while folks like him ride their hobby horses,
though, is the courage to take steps necessary to minimize the suffering this
summer.
  One large source of untapped power is California's own small generators, known
as qualifying facilities. Their fee scale is set by the state, but California
couldn't even summon the political competence to keep them in business, so
3,000 megawatts sit idle.
  People have tried to attach all kinds of ideological baggage to the California
mess, but we wouldn't be here if water flows in the Columbia River system
weren't down 54% from normal. Last summer, California's fossil-fuel generators
increased their output by a whopping 62% to make up the shortfall, mostly by
running existing plants harder.
  Yes, there have been flaky prices, partly because, mysteriously, California
continues to use a discredited computer program to book a large chunk of its
power one hour in advance. But the flaky prices also represent a system pulling
out all stops to save California from itself.
  We said back in December there's only one solution: Jack up rates to stop
consumers trying to burn more power than the state can beg, borrow or steal.
The only question was when Gov. Davis would find the courage. Hard to believe,
but the price hikes his regulators approved in March are still on the drawing
board and busily being watered down.
  Someone should point out to Gov. Davis that the author of "Profiles in
Courage" wasn't endorsing career suicide but suggesting that politicians must
husband their leadership for times when it really counts. Not a few people in
public life understand this. Al Gore openly yearned for the day when he could
justify the compromises and trimming he's done in his life. But Mr. Davis is
perhaps too lost in the dark to understand he is blowing the whole reason to
have a political career.
  What borders on the stupefying, though, is the failure of any other
Californian of prominence to step forward and speak truth about the power
crisis. By all rights Gov. Davis should be a political leper, yet he actually
stands a microscopic chance of being re-elected because of the sheer poverty,
in a state of 34 million people, of the Republican opposition. Arnold
Schwarzenegger is looking better all the time.
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