
A Selected Glossary Of Energy Terms
The following terms and definitions have been selected for use with the Renewable Energy Curriculum made avail-
able by National Farmers Union. Many of these terms are referred to in specific lesson plans found within the overall 
curriculum package.

Acid mine drainage:  This refers to water pollution that results when sulfur-bearing minerals associated with coal 
are exposed to air and water and form sulfuric acid and ferrous sulfate. The ferrous sulfate can further react to form 
ferric hydroxide, or yellow boy, a yellow-orange iron precipitate found in streams and rivers polluted by acid mine 
drainage.

Acid rain:  Also called acid precipitation or acid deposition, acid rain is precipitation containing harmful amounts of 
nitric and sulfuric acids formed primarily by sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides released into the atmosphere when 
fossil fuels are burned. It can be wet precipitation (rain, snow, or fog) or dry precipitation (absorbed gaseous and 
particulate matter, aerosol particles or dust). 

Active solar:  As an energy source, energy from the sun collected and stored using mechanical pumps or fans to 
circulate heat-laden fluids or air between solar collectors and a building.

Alternative fuel:  Alternative fuels, for transportation applications, include the following:
•	 methanol
•	 denatured ethanol, and other alcohols
•	 fuel mixtures containing 85 percent or more by volume of methanol, denatured ethanol, and other alcohols with 

gasoline or other fuels
•	 natural gas
•	 liquefied petroleum gas (propane)
•	 hydrogen
•	 coal-derived liquid fuels
•	 fuels (other than alcohol) derived from biological materials (biofuels such as soy diesel fuel)
•	 electricity (including electricity from solar energy)
•	 “... any other fuel the Secretary determines, by rule, is substantially not petroleum and would yield substantial 

energy security benefits and substantial environmental benefits.” The term “alternative fuel” does not include the 
10-percent ethanol portion of gasohol.

Alternative-fuel vehicle (AFV):  A vehicle designed to operate on an alternative fuel (e.g., compressed natural 
gas, methane blend, electricity). The vehicle could be either a dedicated vehicle designed to operate exclusively on 
alternative fuel or a nondedicated vehicle designed to operate on alternative fuel and/or a traditional fuel.

Automobile and truck classifications:  Vehicle classifications for automobiles and light duty trucks were obtained 
from the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) mileage guide book. Light vehicles are classified as being under 
8,500 pounds. The EPA mileage guide can be found at any new car dealership.

Biodiesel:  A fuel typically made from soybean, canola, or other vegetable oils; animal fats; and recycled grease. It 
can serve as a substitute for petroleum-derived diesel or distillate fuel. For EIA reporting, it is a fuel composed of 
long chain fatty acids derived from vegetable oils or animal fats and designated B100.

Biofuels:  Liquid fuels and blending components produced from biomass feedstocks, used primarily for 
transportation.



Biomass waste:  Organic non-fossil material of biological origin that is a byproduct or a discarded product. Biomass 
waste includes municipal solid waste from biogenic sources, landfill gas, sludge waste, agricultural crop byproducts, 
straw, and other biomass solids, liquids, and gases; but excludes wood and wood-derived fuels (including black 
liquor), biofuels feedstock, biodiesel, and fuel ethanol.

Breeder reactor:  A reactor that both produces and consumes fissionable fuel, especially one that creates more fuel 
than it consumes. The new fissionable material is created by a process known as breeding, in which neutrons from 
fission are captured in fertile materials.

British thermal unit:  The quantity of heat required to raise the temperature of 1 pound of liquid water by 1 degree 
Fahrenheit at the temperature at which water has its greatest density (approximately 39 degrees Fahrenheit).

Btu conversion factor:  A factor for converting energy data between one unit of measurement and British thermal 
units (Btu). Btu conversion factors are generally used to convert energy data from physical units of measure (such 
as barrels, cubic feet, or short tons) into the energy-equivalent measure of Btu. (See http://www.eia.gov/totalenergy/
data/monthly/pdf/sec13.pdf for further information on Btu conversion factors.)

Carbon dioxide (CO2):  A colorless, odorless, non-poisonous gas that is a normal part of Earth’s atmosphere. 
Carbon dioxide is a product of fossil-fuel combustion as well as other processes. It is considered a greenhouse gas as 
it traps heat (infrared energy) radiated by the Earth into the atmosphere and thereby contributes to the potential for 
global warming. The global warming potential (GWP) of other greenhouse gases is measured in relation to that of 
carbon dioxide, which by international scientific convention is assigned a value of one (1). 

Carbon sequestration:  The fixation of atmospheric carbon dioxide in a carbon sink through biological or physical 
processes. Certain farming practices are known to sequester carbon in soil.

Carbon sink:  A reservoir that absorbs or takes up released carbon from another part of the carbon cycle. The four 
sinks, which are regions of the Earth within which carbon behaves in a systematic manner, are the atmosphere, 
terrestrial biosphere (usually including freshwater systems), oceans, and sediments (including fossil fuels).

Climate change:  A term used to refer to all forms of climatic inconsistency, but especially to significant change 
from one prevailing climatic condition to another. In some cases, “climate change” has been used synonymously 
with the term “global warming”; scientists, however, tend to use the term in a wider sense inclusive of natural 
changes in climate, including climatic cooling.

Coal Classification:  In the United States, coals are classified by rank progressively from lignite (least carbonaceous) 
to anthracite (most carbonaceous) based on the various properties  such as fixed carbon, volatile matter, and heating 
value.

Coal gasification:  The process of converting coal into gas. The basic process involves crushing coal to a powder, 
which is then heated in the presence of steam and oxygen to produce a gas. The gas is then refined to reduce sulfur 
and other impurities. The gas can be used as a fuel or processed further and concentrated into chemical or liquid 
fuel.

Cogeneration:  The production of electrical energy and another form of useful energy (such as heat or steam) 
through the sequential use of energy.

Cogeneration system:  A system using a common energy source to produce both electricity and steam for other 
uses, resulting in increased fuel efficiency.

Cogenerator:  A generating facility that produces electricity and another form of useful thermal energy (such as 
heat or steam), used for industrial, commercial, heating, or cooling purposes. To receive status as a qualifying facility 
(QF) under the Public Utility Regulatory Policies Act (PURPA), the facility must produce electric energy and 
“another form of useful thermal energy through the sequential use of energy” and meet certain ownership, operating, 
and efficiency criteria established by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC).

Compressed natural gas (CNG):  Natural gas compressed to a pressure at 2900-3600 pounds per square inch and 
stored in high-pressure containers. It is used as a fuel for natural gas-powered vehicles.

Concentrating solar power or solar thermal power system:  A solar energy conversion system characterized by the 
optical concentration of solar rays through an arrangement of mirrors to generate a high temperature working fluid. 

Conservation:  A reduction in energy consumption that corresponds with a reduction in service demand. Service 
demand can include buildings-sector end uses such as lighting, refrigeration, and heating; industrial processes; or 
vehicle transportation. Unlike energy efficiency, which is typically a technological measure, conservation is better 
associated with behavior. Examples of conservation include adjusting the thermostat to reduce the output of a 
heating unit, using occupancy sensors that turn off lights or appliances, and car-pooling.

Cooperative electric utility:  An electric utility legally established to be owned by and operated for the benefit of 
those using its service. The utility company will generate, transmit, and/or distribute supplies of electric energy to a 
specified area not being serviced by another utility.

Crude oil:  A mixture of hydrocarbons that exists in liquid phase in natural underground reservoirs and remains 
liquid at atmospheric pressure after passing through surface separating facilities. 

Dam:  A physical barrier constructed across a river or waterway to control the flow of or raise the level of water. 
The purpose of construction may be for flood control, irrigation needs, hydroelectric power production, and/or 
recreation usage.

Diesel fuel:  A fuel composed of distillates obtained in petroleum refining operation or blends of such distillates 
with residual oil used in motor vehicles. The boiling point and specific gravity are higher for diesel fuels than for 
gasoline.

E 15 & E85:  A fuel containing a mixture of 15 percent ethanol and 85 percent gasoline or 85 percent ethanol and 
15 percent gasoline, respectively.

Electric energy:  The ability of an electric current to produce work, heat, light, or other forms of energy. It is 
measured in kilowatthours.

Electric generation industry:  Stationary and mobile generating units that are connected to the electric power grid 
and can generate electricity. The electric generation industry includes the “electric power sector” (utility generators 
and independent power producers) and industrial and commercial power generators, including combined-heat-and-
power producers, but excludes units at single-family dwellings.

Electric generator:  A facility that produces only electricity, commonly expressed in kilowatthours (kWh) or 
megawatthours (MWh). Electric generators include electric utilities and independent power producers.

Electric hybrid vehicle:  An electric vehicle that either operates solely on electricity, but contains an internal 
combustion motor that generates additional electricity (series hybrid); or contains an electric system and an internal 



combustion system and is capable of operating on either system (parallel hybrid).

Electric power grid:  A system of synchronized power providers and consumers connected by transmission and 
distribution lines and operated by one or more control centers. In the continental United States, the electric power 
grid consists of three systems the Eastern Interconnect, the Western Interconnect, and the Texas Interconnect. In 
Alaska and Hawaii, several systems encompass areas smaller than the state.

Electric power plant:  A station containing prime movers, electric generators, and auxiliary equipment for 
converting mechanical, chemical, and/or fission energy into electric energy.

Electric power system:  An individual electric power entity–a company; an electric cooperative; a public electric 
supply corporation as the Tennessee Valley Authority; a similar Federal department or agency such as the Bonneville 
Power Administration; the Bureau of Reclamation or the Corps of Engineers; a municipally owned electric 
department offering service to the public; or an electric public utility district (a “PUD”).

Electric utility:  A corporation, person, agency, authority, or other legal entity or instrumentality aligned with 
distribution facilities for delivery of electric energy for use primarily by the public. Included are investor-owned 
electric utilities, municipal and State utilities, Federal electric utilities, and rural electric cooperatives.

Emissions:  Anthropogenic (caused by human activity) releases of gases to the atmosphere. In the context of global 
climate change, they consist of radiatively important greenhouse gases (e.g., the release of carbon dioxide during fuel 
combustion)

Energy:  The capacity for doing work as measured by the capability of doing work (potential energy) or the 
conversion of this capability to motion (kinetic energy). Energy has several forms, some of which are easily 
convertible and can be changed to another form useful for work. Most of the world’s convertible energy comes from 
fossil fuels that are burned to produce heat that is then used as a transfer medium to mechanical or other means 
in order to accomplish tasks. Electrical energy is usually measured in kilowatthours, while heat energy is usually 
measured in British thermal units (Btu).

Energy Information Administration (EIA):  An independent agency within the U.S. Department of Energy 
that develops surveys, collects energy data, and does analytical and modeling analyses of energy issues. The Agency 
must satisfy the requests of Congress, other elements within the Department of Energy, Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission, the Executive Branch, its own independent needs, and assist the general public, or other interest 
groups, without taking a policy position.

Energy reserves:  Estimated quantities of energy sources that are demonstrated to exist with reasonable certainty on 
the basis of geologic and engineering data (proved reserves) or that can reasonably be expected to exist on the basis 
of geologic evidence that supports projections from proved reserves (probable/indicated reserves). Knowledge of the 
location, quantity, and grade of probable/indicated reserves is generally incomplete or much less certain than it is for 
proved energy reserves.

Environmental restoration:  Although usually described as “cleanup,” this function encompasses a wide range of 
activities, such as stabilizing contaminated soil; treating groundwater; decommissioning process buildings, nuclear 
reactors, chemical separations plants, and many other facilities; and exhuming sludge and buried drums of waste.

Environmental restrictions:  In reference to coal accessibility, land-use restrictions that constrain, postpone, or 
prohibit mining in order to protect environmental resources of an area; for example, surface- or ground water 
quality, air quality affected by mining, or plants or animals or their habitats.

Ethanol:  A clear, colorless, flammable alcohol. Ethanol is typically produced biologically from biomass feedstocks 
such as agricultural crops and cellulosic residues from agricultural crops or wood.

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC):  The Federal agency with jurisdiction over interstate electricity 
sales, wholesale electric rates, hydroelectric licensing, natural gas pricing, oil pipeline rates, and gas pipeline 
certification. FERC is an independent regulatory agency within the Department of Energy.

Fleet vehicle:  Any motor vehicle a company owns or leases that is in the normal operations of a company. Vehicles 
that are considered “off-road” (e.g., farm or construction vehicles) are not to be counted as fleet vehicles. Fleet 
vehicles include gasoline/diesel powered vehicles and alternative-fuel vehicles.

Flexible fuel vehicle:  A vehicle that can operate on alternative fuels (such as M85 or E85); 100-percent petroleum-
based fuels; or any mixture of an alternative fuel (or fuels) and a petroleum-based fuel. Flexible fuel vehicles have a 
single fuel system to handle alternative and petroleum-based fuels. 

Fossil fuel:  An energy source formed in the Earth’s crust from decayed organic material. The common fossil fuels 
are petroleum, coal, and natural gas.

Framework Convention on Climate Change (FCCC):  An agreement opened for signature at the “Earth Summit” 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on June 4, 1992, which has the goal of stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level that would prevent significant anthropogenically (caused by human actions) forced climate 
change.

Geothermal energy:  Hot water or steam extracted from geothermal reservoirs in the Earth’s crust. Water or steam 
extracted from geothermal reservoirs can be used for geothermal heat pumps, water heating, or electricity generation.

Geothermal plant:  A plant in which the prime mover is a steam turbine. The turbine is driven either by steam 
produced from hot water or by natural steam that derives its energy from heat found in rock.

Global warming:  An increase in the near surface temperature of the Earth. Global warming has occurred in 
the distant past as the result of natural influences, but the term is today most often used to refer to the warming 
some scientists predict will occur as a result of increased anthropogenic (caused by human actions) emissions of 
greenhouse gases. The term Climate Change is more descriptive and thus has become more popular than the term 
Global Warming.

Global warming potential (GWP):  An index used to compare the relative radiative forcing of different gases 
without directly calculating the changes in atmospheric concentrations. GWPs are calculated as the ratio of the 
radiative forcing that would result from the emission of one kilogram of a greenhouse gas to that from the emission 
of one kilogram of carbon dioxide over a fixed period of time, such as 100 years.

Government-owned stocks:  Oil stocks owned by the national government and held for national security. In the 
United States, these stocks are known as the Strategic Petroleum Reserve.

Green pricing:  In the case of renewable electricity, green pricing represents a market solution to the various 
problems associated with regulatory valuation of the nonmarket benefits of renewables. Green pricing programs 
allow electricity customers to express their willingness to pay for renewable energy development through direct 
payments on their monthly utility bills.

Greenhouse effect:  The result of water vapor, carbon dioxide, and other atmospheric gases trapping radiant 
(infrared) energy, thereby keeping the Earth’s surface warmer than it would otherwise be. Greenhouse gases within 



the lower levels of the atmosphere trap this radiation, which would otherwise escape into space, and subsequent 
re-radiation of some of this energy back to the Earth maintains higher surface temperatures than would occur if the 
gases were absent.

Greenhouse gases:  Those gases, such as water vapor, carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, methane, hydrofluorocarbons 
(HFCs), perfluorocarbons (PFCs) and sulfur hexafluoride, that are transparent to solar (short-wave) radiation but 
opaque to long-wave (infrared) radiation, thus preventing long-wave radiant energy from leaving Earth’s atmosphere. 
The net effect is a trapping of absorbed radiation and a tendency to warm the planet’s surface.

Heat pump:  Heating and/or cooling equipment that, during the heating season, draws heat into a building 
from outside and, during the cooling season, ejects heat from the building to the outside. Heat pumps are vapor-
compression refrigeration systems whose indoor/outdoor coils are used reversibly as condensers or evaporators, 
depending on the need for heating or cooling.

Hydraulic fracturing:  Fracturing of rock at depth with fluid pressure. Hydraulic fracturing at depth may be 
accomplished by pumping water into a well at very high pressures. 

Kyoto Protocol:  The result of negotiations at the third Conference of the Parties in Kyoto, Japan, in December 
of 1997. The Kyoto Protocol sets binding greenhouse gas emissions targets for countries that sign and 
ratify the agreement. The gases covered under the Protocol include carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, 
hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), per fluorocarbons (PFCs) and sulfur hexafluoride. The U.S. signed the protocol but 
Congress did not ratify the agreement, meaning the U.S. is not bound to limits set forth in the agreement.

Liquefied petroleum gases:  A group of hydrocarbon-based gases derived from crude oil refining or natural 
gas fractionation. They include ethane, ethylene, propane, propylene, normal butane, butylene, isobutane, and 
isobutylene. For convenience of transportation, these gases are liquefied through pressurization.

Manhattan Project:  The U.S. Government project that produced the first nuclear weapons during World War II. 
Started in 1942, the Manhattan Project formally ended in 1946. The Hanford Site, Oak Ridge Reservation, and Los 
Alamos National Laboratory were created for this effort.

Megawatt (MW):  One million watts of electricity.

Motor gasoline (finished):  A complex mixture of relatively volatile hydrocarbons with or without small quantities 
of additives, blended to form a fuel suitable for use in spark-ignition engines. Gasoline is sold in grades such 
as regular and premium that meet specific octane ratings. Higher octane gasoline is required in certain high 
performance or high compression engines.

Natural gas:  A gaseous mixture of hydrocarbon compounds, the primary one being methane.

Nonrenewable fuels:  Fuels that cannot be easily made or “renewed,” such as oil, natural gas, and coal.

Nuclear fuel:  Fissionable materials that have been enriched to such a composition that, when placed in a nuclear 
reactor, will support a self-sustaining fission chain reaction, producing heat in a controlled manner for process use.

Nuclear reactor:  An apparatus in which a nuclear fission chain reaction can be initiated, controlled, and sustained 
at a specific rate. A reactor includes fuel (fissionable material), moderating material to control the rate of fission, a 
heavy-walled pressure vessel to house reactor components, shielding to protect personnel, a system to conduct heat 
away from the reactor, and instrumentation for monitoring and controlling the reactor’s systems.

Oil reservoir:  An underground pool of liquid consisting of hydrocarbons, sulfur, oxygen, and nitrogen trapped 
within a geological formation and protected from evaporation by the overlying mineral strata.

Oil shale:  A sedimentary rock containing kerogen, a solid organic material.

Oil stocks:  Oil stocks include crude oil (including strategic reserves), unfinished oils, natural gas plant liquids, and 
refined petroleum products.

OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries):  An intergovernmental organization whose stated 
objective is to “coordinate and unify the petroleum policies of member countries.” It was created at the Baghdad 
Conference on September 10-14, 1960. Current members (with years of membership) include:
•	 Algeria (1969-present)
•	 Angola (2007-present)
•	 Ecuador (1973-1992 and 2007-present)
•	 Iran (1960-present)
•	 Iraq (1960-present)
•	 Kuwait (1960-present)
•	 Libya (1962-present)
•	 Nigeria (1971-present)
•	 Qatar (1961-present)
•	 Saudi Arabia (1960-present)
•	 United Arab Emirates (1967-present) and
•	 Venezuela (1960-present)
Countries no longer members of OPEC include:
•	 Gabon (1975-1994)
•	 Indonesia (1962-2008)

Petrochemicals:  Organic and inorganic compounds and mixtures that include but are not limited to organic 
chemicals, cyclic intermediates, plastics and resins, synthetic fibers, elastomers, organic dyes, organic pigments, 
detergents, surface active agents, carbon black, and ammonia.

Petroleum:  A broadly defined class of liquid hydrocarbon mixtures. Included are crude oil, lease condensate, 
unfinished oils, refined products obtained from the processing of crude oil, and natural gas plant liquids.

Petroleum products:  Petroleum products are obtained from the processing of crude oil, natural gas, and other 
hydrocarbon compounds. Petroleum products include unfinished oils, liquefied petroleum gases, pentanes plus, 
aviation gasoline, motor gasoline, naphtha-type jet fuel, kerosene-type jet fuel, kerosene, distillate fuel oil, residual 
fuel oil, petrochemical feedstocks, special naphthas, lubricants, waxes, petroleum coke, asphalt, road oil, still gas, and 
miscellaneous products.

Photosynthesis:  The manufacture by plants of carbohydrates and oxygen from carbon dioxide and water in the 
presence of chlorophyll, with sunlight as the energy source. Carbon is sequestered and oxygen and water vapor are 
released in the process.

Photovoltaic and solar thermal energy:  Energy radiated by the sun as electromagnetic waves (electromagnetic 
radiation) that is converted at electric utilities into electricity by means of solar (photovoltaic) cells or concentrating 
(focusing) collectors.

Power (electrical):  An electric measurement unit of power called a voltampere is equal to the product of 1 volt and 
1 ampere. This is equivalent to 1 watt for a direct current system, and a unit of apparent power is separated into real 



and reactive power. Real power is the work-producing part of apparent power that measures the rate of supply of 
energy and is denoted as kilowatts (kW). Reactive power is the portion of apparent power that does no work and is 
referred to as kilovars; this type of power must be supplied to most types of magnetic equipment, such as motors, 
and is supplied by generator or by electrostatic equipment. Voltamperes are usually divided by 1,000 and called 
kilovoltamperes (kVA). Energy is denoted by the product of real power and the length of time utilized; this product 
is expressed as kilowatthours.

Primary energy consumption:  Consumption of primary energy. The U.S. Energy Information Administration 
includes the following in U.S. primary energy consumption: coal consumption; petroleum consumption; nuclear 
electricity generation; conventional hydroelectricity generation; geothermal electricity generation and geothermal 
heat pump energy and geothermal direct use energy; solar thermal and photovoltaic electricity generation and solar 
thermal direct use energy; wind electricity generation; wood and wood-derived fuels consumption; biomass waste 
consumption; fuel ethanol and biodiesel consumption; and electricity imports.

Public Utility Regulatory PoliciesAct (PURPA) of 1978:  One part of the National Energy Act, PURPA 
contains measures designed to encourage the conservation of energy, more efficient use of resources, and equitable 
rates. Principal among these were suggested retail rate reforms and new incentives for production of electricity by 
cogenerators and users of renewable resources. 

Qualifying facility (QF):  A cogeneration or small power production facility that meets certain ownership, 
operating, and efficiency criteria established by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) pursuant to the 
Public Utility Regulatory Policies Act (PURPA).

Reclamation expenses:  In the context of the coal operation statement of income, refers to all payments made by 
the company attributable to reclamation, including taxes.

Recoverability:  In reference to accessible coal resources, the condition of being physically, technologically, and 
economically minable. 

Rural Electrification Administration (REA):  A lending agency of the U. S. Department of Agriculture, the REA 
makes self-liquidating loans to qualified borrowers to finance electric and telephone service to rural areas. The REA 
finances the construction and operation of generating plants, electric transmission and distribution lines, or systems 
for the furnishing of initial and continued adequate electric services to persons in rural areas not receiving central 
station service.

Solar energy:  The radiant energy of the sun, which can be converted into other forms of energy, such as heat or 
electricity.

Solar pond:  A body of water that contains brackish (highly saline) water that forms layers of differing salinity 
(stratifies) that absorb and trap solar energy. Solar ponds can be used to provide heat for industrial or agricultural 
processes, building heating and cooling, and to generate electricity.

Solar power tower:  A solar energy conversion system that uses a large field of independently adjustable 
mirrors(heliostats) to focus solar rays on a near single point atop a fixed tower (receiver). The concentrated energy 
may be used to directly heat the working fluid of a Rankine cycle engine or to heat an intermediary thermal storage 
medium (such as a molten salt).

Solar radiation:  A general term for the visible and near visible (ultraviolet and near-infrared) electromagnetic 
radiation that is emitted by the sun. It has a spectral, or wavelength, distribution that corresponds to different energy 
levels; short wavelength radiation has a higher energy than long-wavelength radiation.

Solar thermal collector:  A device designed to receive solar radiation and convert it to thermal energy. Normally, 
a solar thermal collector includes a frame, glazing, and an absorber, together with appropriate insulation. The heat 
collected by the solar collector may be used immediately or stored for later use. Solar collectors are used for space 
heating; domestic hot water heating; and heating swimming pools, hot tubs, or spas.

Solar thermal panels:  A system that actively concentrates thermal energy from the sun by means of solar collector 
panels. The panels typically consist of fat, sun-oriented boxes with transparent covers, containing water tubes of air 
baffles under a blackened heat absorbent panel. The energy is usually used for space heating, for water heating, and 
for heating swimming pools.

Sulfur:  A yellowish nonmetallic element, sometimes known as “brimstone.” It is present at various levels of 
concentration in many fossil fuels whose combustion releases sulfur compounds that are considered harmful to the 
environment. Some of the most commonly used fossil fuels are categorized according to their sulfur content, with 
lower sulfur fuels usually selling at a higher price.

Surface mine:  A coal-producing mine that is usually within a few hundred feet of the surface. Soil above or around 
the coal (overburden) is removed to expose the coalbed, which is then mined with surface excavation equipment, 
such as draglines, powers hovels, bulldozers, loaders, and augers. It may also be known as an area, contour, open-pit, 
strip, or auger mine.

Tar sands:  Naturally occurring bitumen-impregnated sands that yield mixtures of liquid hydrocarbon and that 
require further processing other than mechanical blending before becoming finished petroleum products.

Transmission line:  A set of conductors, insulators, supporting structures, and associated equipment used to move 
large quantities of power at high voltage, usually over long distances between a generating or receiving point and 
major substations or delivery points.

Waste energy:  Municipal solid waste, landfill gas, methane, digester gas, tall oil, waste alcohol, medical waste, paper 
pellets, sludge waste, solid byproducts, tires, agricultural byproducts, fish oil, and straw used as fuel.

Waste heat recovery:  Any conservation system whereby some space heating or water heating is done by actively 
capturing byproduct heat that would otherwise be ejected into the environment. In commercial buildings, sources 
of water- heat recovery include refrigeration/air-conditioner compressors, manufacturing or other processes, data 
processing centers, lighting fixtures, ventilation exhaust air, and the occupants themselves. Not to be considered is 
the passive use of radiant heat from lighting, workers, motors, ovens, and other sources when there are no special 
systems for collecting and redistributing heat.

Wind power plant/wind farm:  A group of wind turbines interconnected to a common utility system through 
a system of transformers, distribution lines, and (usually) one substation. Operation, control, and maintenance 
functions are often centralized through a network of computerized monitoring systems, supplemented by visual 
inspection.

Wind turbine:  Wind energy conversion device that produces electricity; typically three blades rotating about a 
horizontal axis and positioned up-wind of the supporting tower.

–Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration


