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Gas prices – Why so high?


No one who drives a car in the US can dispute the fact that the price of gasoline has risen drastically over the past few years.  Even with prices dropping rapidly over the past few weeks, we in New Jersey are still paying just under  $3.00 per gallon for ‘regular’ gas.  Given our suburban environment and the lack of widely accessible public transportation, most Americans rely on their personal car for transportation to work, school and other destinations.   
Prices of gasoline began a dramatic rise in 2004, with the national average cost in March 2004 at around $1.75, to record highs of an average of $3.35 nationally by October 2005.  A temporary drop in December 2005 – January 2006 brought the average back under $2.00 per gallon.  Since then, we have seen a steady, sometimes dramatic rise to $3.35 or higher.  Over the past several weeks, however, fuel prices have again dropped, sometimes by as much as 8 to 10 cents a day.   
Even though the price of oil has dropped below $100 per barrel ($86 on October 8, 2008), and gas prices appear to have taken a downward turn recently, we have not yet seen as drastic a drop in the price at the pump.  Financial analysts disagree whether the current stock market situation will cause prices to fall as low as $50/barrel or rise to over $150.  (Hargreaves)  

The higher cost of fuel has impacted many other products and services, as well.  For example, food transport costs have gone up – a fact reflected in the prices at the grocery store.  Delivery charges have gone up, all due to the exorbitant price of gas.  We’ve been told by those ‘in the know’ – the media, oil companies, Congress – that we’re running out of oil, that we need to drill offshore, that we must develop alternative fuels for our vehicles and our homes.  

According to CNN Money.com, 63% of poll respondents said that high gas prices were ‘causing them financial hardship’. (Musante)  In September, prior to the more immediate fear of a stock market collapse, the high price of gasoline was the ‘highest concern’ for 35% of consumers.  (Musante)   

Consumer Reports conducted a survey in June 2008, in which they asked respondents what they believed to be the cause of these high prices.  77% felt is was the Government’s failure to implement an effective energy policy, 75% blamed the oil companies and their record windfall profits, 70% put the blame on foreign-oil producers, 64% the Bush administration, 61% on restrictions on domestic oil exploration, and just 26% blamed natural disasters.   Only 21%  blamed gas stations.  (Barlett)

My personal opinion is that oil companies should carry most of the ‘blame’ for the surge in gas prices, with our Government’s lack of regulation taking a close second place.  According to CNN’s money reporter Steve Hargreaves, the top five publicly traded (oil) firms pocketed over $120 billion in 2007 alone.  The squeeze from foreign oil producers is nothing new, and we should have foreseen it.  Reducing our oil imports would also have a positive effect on our balance of trade.  

Environmentalists have expressed concerns about offshore drilling, as stated on the website of the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC.org)

 ‘Despoiling nature to get at the tiny trickle of oil we have left won't make any significant difference in what we pay at the pump -- not now and not ever. And it won't make our country any less dependent on foreign fuel. Our thirst for oil is bad for national security, bad for our economy and bad for the environment.’


I do not support offshore drilling, as I believe the threat to the environment outweighs the potential for an abundant supply of oil.  For one thing, this would tend to discourage the exploration of new and better energy sources.  Additionally, according to current policy, there is no guarantee that oil from offshore wells would even find its way to the US!  The oil companies could sell it to the ‘highest bidder’ which may be in Europe or elsewhere.

Instead, I believe there are multiple solutions.  The government should have the ability to regulate (to some extent) the windfall profits the oil companies can realize at consumer expense.  We should invest a significant amount of resources in the development of alternative fuels, such as biofuels which can be grown.  This scientific and economic activity also serves to create jobs and new markets.  

Public transportation systems should be expanded so that rail lines run where people need them.  Buses can be converted to electric power, which not only saves gas but is far less polluting.  Natural gas is another potential fuel source which must be developed for transportation use.  Bike paths should be constructed along every major roadway, with safe ‘bike-garages’ next to a bus stop or train station.


People can reduce their gas consumption by keeping tires inflated properly, driving non-aggressively (this actually works – I’ve done it!), taking public transportation whenever possible and driving smaller cars.  Mapquest.com offers a ‘gas price search’, where you can enter a state and zip code and be shown a list of the lowest prices in the area.  (Mapquest) And remember – even though in New Jersey, (as in only one other state – Oregon) we ‘cannot’ pump our own gasoline, it’s still much less expensive than in neighboring states, and you don’t have to get your hands dirty!
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