Social critic warns, offers hope

James Howard Kunstler, speaking at King’s, tells of changes America must make as oil supplies decrease.  By Jerry Lynottjlynott@timesleader.com, Business Writer, April 5, 2008

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

WILKES-BARRE – Oil has fueled the engine driving America’s growth, but James Howard Kunstler warned it’s also greasing the nation’s slide down the slippery slope to trouble.

James Howard Kunstler after his appearance at the “Futures Forum” series Friday at King’s College. At right is Jessica Raczkowski, a project manager with RAL Architecture and Design Inc., Lewisburg.
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In a wide-ranging hour-long talk Friday morning, the social critic and author of “The Long Emergency” predicted regional fuel shortages, forecasted the end of suburbia, championed a return to railroad travel and held out hope for change.

Kunstler was the inaugural speaker in the “Futures Forum” sponsored by King’s College and the Greater Wilkes-Barre Chamber of Business and Industry.

“Circumstance are coming down at us that are going to require us to behave differently, that are going to compel us to behave differently whether we like it or not,” Kunstler told more than 50 people during a breakfast meeting in the school’s Sheehy-Farmer Campus Center.

At the bottom of much of the trouble is oil that’s growing shorter in supply as developed and developing nations demand their share of the natural resource.

“It’s not about running out of oil,” he stressed. “It’s about what happens on the slippery slope down (to) depletion.”

The complex systems that connect economies and industries such as agriculture, transportation, manufacturing and finance are affected and showing signs of stress as a result.

Much is being written and said about the financial crisis, rising oil prices and alternative energy, but not to Kunstler’s satisfaction.

“We are not having a coherent national conversation throughout our country about what our problems are, and they are severe problems,” he said.

Kunstler called it “delusional” to think that we can continue to live as we do with the expectation that wind farms, ethanol plants or biodiesel will provide the power to heat and cool our homes, fuel our cars and trucks and airplanes and run the equipment in factories and offices.

Cities will have to be planned differently. Projects will have to be built on a more modest scale. Travel, agriculture and housing will have to adapt as the nation energy diet changes.

“It’s not the end of American life, and it’s not the end of the world,” he assured the audience. “What it is is the end of America’s suburban phase of history, and we have to make other arrangements now for living.”

People will migrate to the smaller cities and towns from the bigger giant metroplexes. Cars will play a diminished role in everyday life. The rail system must be fixed.

“No other project that we could do right away would have a greater impact on our oil use,” Kunstler said of rebuilding the nation’s railroads.

Cities, too, need attention to make them attractive and public realms that play roles in people’s lives.

“People are very dissatisfied with the everyday environment,” he said. “It’s made them feel uncomfortable. It’s made them not want to go to their downtowns, and we really have to do a better job in the heart of the cities.”

	Jerry Lynott, a Times Leader staff writer, can be contacted at 570 829-7237.
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Congress puts big oil on spot

Dems rap big profits, tax breaks while GOP stresses need for more production.

H. JOSEF HEBERT Associated Press Writer, April 2, 2008
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WASHINGTON — Don’t blame us, oil industry chiefs told a skeptical Congress.

Top executives of the country’s five biggest oil companies said Tuesday they know record fuel prices are hurting people, but they argued it’s not their fault and said their huge profits are in line with other industries.

Appearing before a House committee, the executives were pressed to explain why they should continue to get billions of dollars in tax breaks when they made $123 billion last year and motorists are paying record gasoline prices at the pump.

“On April Fool’s Day, the biggest joke of all is being played on American families by Big Oil,” Rep. Edward Markey, D-Mass., said.

“We depend on high earnings during the up cycle to sustain ... investment over the long-term, including the down cycles,” said J.S. Simon, senior vice president of Exxon Mobil Corp., which made a record $40 billion last year.

The up cycle has been going on too long, suggested Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, D-Mo. “The anger level is rising significantly.”

While Democrats hammered the executives for their profits and demanded they do more to develop alternative energy sources, Republican lawmakers called for opening more areas for drilling to boost domestic production of oil and gas.

	http://www.timesleader.com/business/20080402_02_oil_profits_biz_ART0.html
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Executives on the grill
St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Monday, April 7, 2008

With gasoline selling at well over $3 a gallon, it's easy to point fingers at the oil companies. And so, with the cameras rolling, top executives of five major oil companies were hauled before a committee of Congress on Tuesday for a public grilling.

House members may have scored some points with the home folks by running their well-dressed guests through the media ringer. But such public theater does nothing to solve our energy mess.

American oil companies are not responsible for today's gasoline prices. The price of oil, at $104 a barrel, is the main factor and oil prices are set on a world market. OPEC is big enough to influence them, but American oil companies aren't. Still, they're in the happy position of making spectacular profits because of them.

The industry earned a $123 billion gusher of money last year. So it's quite proper for Congress to take a look at tax breaks that were handed to the industry back when profits were lean.

When oil was $30 a barrel, tax incentives for oil exploration made sense. But $104 provides all the incentive needed. House Democrats have twice voted to revoke $18 billion over 10 years in tax breaks for exploration and redirect it to renewable fuels development and clean energy. That's a good idea, but Republicans in the Senate have blocked it so far.

Oil drilling is a boom-and-bust business. Oil firms have to figure in the ups and downs of prices when they invest in exploration. For that reason, Congress might consider adding a trigger that would reinstate the tax breaks if oil prices fall drastically, however unlikely that appears to be.

One sure way to bring prices back to earth is to increase supply. Here, the oil companies make a reasonable point. Oil drilling is prohibited off 85 percent of the American coast, they note. Beachgoers don't like to look at oil platforms. Environmentalists are concerned about oil spills.

Congress and the administration should examine whether those restrictions could be eased without causing harm. Increasing the American oil supply would ease our dangerous and expensive dependence on foreign sources.

Rep. Ed Markey, D-Mass., chairman of the House Select Committee on Energy Independence, played ringmaster for Tuesday's media circus. He demanded that ExxonMobil commit 10 percent of its profits to developing renewable energy. "Why is your company not investing in renewables?" he demanded.

That's like asking why Chrysler doesn't sell Fords. Oil companies sell oil, and they'll sell less of it as ethanol and biodiesel take hold. Farsighted oil companies will hedge their bets by delving into alternative energy, but the main impetus for renewable motor fuels will come from agribusiness.

Even as Congress was grilling oil executives, scores of truckers were stopping or slowing their rigs to protest high fuel prices. "The gas prices are too high," said a trucker protesting on the New Jersey Turnpike. "We don't make enough money to pay our bills and take care of our family."

But the truckers' suggestion -- opening the strategic oil reserve -- would help only temporarily. In the long run, American drivers now must compete with millions of new drivers in nations such as India, China, Russia and Brazil for a dwindling commodity.

The real solution must play out over the long term. Alternative fuels are part of it. So is more drilling for domestic oil, if it can be done safely and without harming the environment. But the main answer lies in efficiency and conservation. The cheap oil party is over; we must learn to use less of it.
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