Coming Chaos
by

Eyes Right

Matthews, NC   -  This growing bedroom community of Charlotte is a perfect example of the challenges that the U.S. faces in terms of a national energy policy.  I came to this realization as I was stuck in a traffic jam on what just a few years earlier had been a lonely country road.

I was in our son’s SUV to drop off our 4 1/2 year old granddaughter for Vacation Bible School at the Matthews United Methodist Church.  We were visiting from out of state for a few days, and it seemed like a good idea to grab some quality time by driving her to and from VBS.    What we found was that the old adage, “you can’t get there from here,” certainly applied.  Although the total distance to be traveled each way is less than 5 miles, the traffic moves at a crawl.  The original country roads in the area are now the only option for the commuting crowds living in the surrounding suburban developments.

Everyone drives everywhere.  In fact, all of these new communities are designed strictly for driving.  There are essentially no sidewalks, and the zoning laws create shopping malls distinctly separate from the communities where people live.  If you run out of milk, you hop in the SUV and drive to get some.  Except for a few service oriented jobs, there is no employment without a lengthy commute.  It is as if Exxon designed the entire arrangement.

I have mentioned SUVs a few times. They are everywhere.  Each young mother has one, complete with at least one car seat for children.  So when you make that milk run, you are pushing a large vehicle, running the air conditioning, and burning up copious quantities of gas.   The parking lot of the church (which was larger than that of the 2200 student high school where I teach) was full of SUVs and minivans.   A conservative estimate would be that over half of the vehicles in the lot that morning were large SUVs.
I mention all of this because it is symptomatic of American society today.  Not only are we addicted to the consumption of unbelievable amounts of petroleum products, but we have also designed our communities to ensure that this consumption pattern will persist for decades.  If there were another oil embargo, or a sudden interruption to the incredibly complex supply chain which makes all of this daily travel possible, chaos would immediately ensue.

Forget about Vacation Bible School – what about getting the milk?  We have institutionalized our dependence on oil by designing communities so that we cannot exist without a steady flow of petroleum products coming to our neighborhoods.  We cannot get to our workplace, we cannot obtain the necessary foodstuffs to survive, we can do nothing but look at our neighbors in similar predicaments until we all starve – unless we have access to oil, and plenty of it.
So what to do?  First we have to recognize our precarious situation.  Then we can begin to take steps to reduce our dependence at a rapid pace.  There is no need for ground transportation to be oil powered.  Electricity is a viable, immediately available, alternative.  We can produce electricity now from nuclear energy, from coal, and from renewable resources.  Essentially all surface vehicles can be electric.  We simply need to make the commitment and then build the infrastructure to make it happen.  We can also design our communities to be far more self-sufficient by changing zoning laws to allow commercial businesses to be interspersed with homes – just as they were many years ago in our major cities.

Obviously, there will be challenges to make such a transition.  But unless we have the foresight and the will to do so, we are gambling our future on cards that we do not hold.
I thought you might like to know.
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