Will We Make the Loss Count for Something?
I am sitting on the beach in Pacific City, Oregon.  Haystack Rock dominates the view, jutting from the ocean like a megalithic shark fin.  Hundreds of seabirds flock to and around it.   Wet-suited surfers brave the cold to catch a wave; and the wind, smelling of richness and life, toys with a brightly colored nylon kite attached by a string to a small boy. 
For a long, sickening moment I allow myself to envision the waves roiling brown and foul, the beaches smelling of toxic fumes, the once white seagulls floundering on the ruined beach, covered in oil, dying.  There are no surfers, no kite fliers, only oil and death.  
Not yet, in Oregon, but this is reality now in the Gulf Coast.  Even as I write, thousands of gallons of oil are spewing into the sea.  We are witnessing the destruction of one of the most fertile and fragile ecosystems in North America.  This is madness.

There are two root causes for this horrendous disaster: excessive corporate influence on our political system and America’s addiction to cheap oil.  The convergence of these trends makes disasters like this one almost inevitable.  
In the past five weeks it has become evident that the government regulators who were supposed to be overseeing oil and gas exploration and drilling were in bed with – literally in some cases – oil industry executives.  The Minerals Management Service (MMS), a division of the Interior Department is the body charged with regulating oil and gas excavation.  In 2008, the Interior Department’s Inspector General unveiled a report describing egregious misconduct by employees of the MMS.
The report detailed cozy relationships between energy companies and MMS officials. Nineteen officials — a third of the staff — took gifts from oil and gas executives, some with “prodigious frequency,” according to the report.  The report explained that on one occasion the MMS allowed a Chevron representative who had won a bid to purchase U.S. government oil to pay taxpayers a lower amount than his winning offer because he said he had made a mistake in his calculations.  In all, by 2009, the Inspector General had documented 118 such occasions that cost taxpayers at least $4.4 million.  Finally, the investigation concluded that several of the officials “frequently consumed alcohol at industry functions, had used cocaine and marijuana, and had sexual relationships with oil and gas company representatives.” Heads have rolled at the MMS as a result of the Gulf Coast catastrophe but that isn’t nearly enough.  
It is very important to recognize that the problem of incestuous relationships with the oil and gas industry is not confined to the Minerals Management Service.   In 2009, oil and gas companies spent $154,000,000 in political contributions to federal politicians.  BP alone spent $16 million that year.  Most of the same Senators and Representatives who are now talking tough to BP regularly take contributions from them.  
With this sort of insider influence, it’s easy to see how the oil industry could develop its current level of hubris and disregard for governmental regulations.  BP has a long track record of opposing stronger environmental and safety regulations.  One of the truly horrific aspects of the Gulf Coast disaster is that it may have been prevented had BP installed a device called an acoustic remote controlled safety valve.  The valve would have cost $500,000.  Both Norway and Brazil require acoustic valves on all deep sea drilling operations.  But in the U.S., the oil industry has successfully fought against this regulation.  In fact, a report commissioned by the Minerals Management Service said "acoustic systems are not recommended because they tend to be very costly."

Over the past five weeks, as BP has attempted to stop the leak, their hubris has risen to new heights.  They have flatly refused to obey the EPA’s request that they switch to a less toxic dispersant and the EPA backed down.  And, stunningly, they hired fishermen whose livelihoods have been decimated by the spill to help with the containment effort but only if those workers signed away their rights to sue BP.  Fortunately, PR pressure prevailed and BP reversed this practice.   
In truth, the federal government has sold out its ability to control these corporations.  It is easy to blame this on politicians.  However, the deeper, and much more uncomfortable, truth behind the dangerous and absurd amount of power the oil companies have over American policy is that we are addicted to oil.  
This is painful to contemplate.  Because honesty forces me to admit that one of the most troubling aspects of this catastrophe is that I am complicit.  I am part of the problem because I live this oil-drenched American lifestyle.  Yes, I recycle nearly everything and avoid plastics whenever possible.  I heat my home with wood and buy 100% green power.  But, I travel, a lot, for both work and pleasure.  I fly a lot, first class whenever I get the chance.  And, while I may drive a Prius, I drive a lot.  In fact, I got my first kick-in-the-gut peek into the magnitude of this oil spill disaster just after Earth Day while driving across the state listening to White House press briefings on my satellite radio.  Even though I feel the pain of this horror personally – it sickens me, makes me rage, and weep – I haven’t given up my car or sworn off flying.  

This brings me to a clear-eyed conclusion.  The responsible personal choice approach will not prevail in the current flawed market conditions.  Our only chance of kicking our oil addiction before it destroys the planet beyond recognition is to develop policies that level the playing field and create competitive advantages for alternative fuels and vehicles.  
The first step is to immediately curtail deep water offshore drilling.  One of the great insanities of our oil addiction is that it causes us to rationalize unleashing technologies that we can’t control.  BP and others in the oil industry claimed their deep sea drilling equipment was “fail-safe” and therefore had no need for the acoustic safety valves or any realistic plans for dealing with a deep sea blow out.  Right this moment, they are using unprecedented levels of dispersants that have never before been used below the surface.  Scientists are now suggesting this may be a catastrophe of its own as there is at least one miles-wide undersea plume of oil and dispersant.  It extends to a depth of 3,000 feet and may be headed into deep sea ocean currents.  

Our technology is outstripping our wisdom.  When entire ecosystems and regional economies are at risk, it is patently insane to drill for oil at depths in which we can’t immediately and effectively deal with inevitable equipment failures.  It should be stopped.  Period.  Too much is at risk; too much is at stake.
The second step is to eliminate subsidies for fossil fuel development.  And before we leap to that status quo cry that our economy “can’t withstand higher fuel prices”, it’s important to understand that we are currently paying over $10 for each gallon of gasoline we consume.  A study conducted by the Environmental Law Institute (ELI) in partnership with the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, shows that during the fiscal years of 2002-2008 the United States handed out subsidies to fossil fuel industries to a tune of 72 billion dollars. This includes massive subsidies for deep sea drilling.  The Cato Institute, a libertarian think-thank, found that when you include the Strategic Petroleum Reserve and other oil protection services (the coast guard clearing shipping lanes and doing navigational support to oil tankers, etc) shows that actual subsidies to Big Oil are between $78 to $158 billion per year. The important point here is that this is taxpayer money, our money and we are already paying double digit prices for gas.  The artificially low price at the pump keeps us consuming at a totally unsustainable pace; the real costs of gas must be made explicit.  
And finally, we must put a price on carbon.  We are already seeing severe economic impacts from climate change.  Drought, water shortages and atypical flooding events are killing crops, destroying productive forests, and disrupting municipal water supplies all across the country.  There are real economic costs for these losses but with carbon pollution still unpriced, these costs are hidden.  This makes fossil fuel appear less costly than it really is.  On top of this, international carbon markets are rapidly developing – essentially creating a new currency – but the United States lags far behind in capitalizing on this opportunity.  
Yes, taking these steps means that gasoline will cost more at the pump, as it already does in all other industrialized nations.  This has to happen if we are to transition to a more resilient, sustainable economy.   Higher gas prices will stimulate the development of cost effective biofuels, alternative vehicles and efficient transit options.  During the transition, we should use the taxpayer dollars currently going to the oil companies to assist people in managing the higher fuel costs.  I am not suggesting this will be easy, but neither is participating in the destruction of our seas, beaches and wildlife.  

As I sit here watching the crisp green gray Oregon surf crashing onto the clean sandy beach, my heart goes out to the people of the Gulf Coast watching their beloved shorelines and wetlands turning brown, stinking and dying.  My throat catches as I think of the turtles, fishes and birds suffocating in oil and tar; the people who can no longer earn an honest living harvesting the bounty of the sea.
We are all witness to the destruction of a very special, very beautiful place and a way of life.  It will never again in our lifetimes be the pristine, fertile, vibrant locale that is was before this horrendous assault.  We must not let this loss be in vain.  We must change course.  
Federal energy legislation is moving right now.  I urge you to make contact with the Climate Solutions organization (http://climatesolutions.org) which is doing an excellent job analyzing the federal policy development.  Their analysis of the current federal legislative effort is shown below.  We may be able to harness the horror of the Gulf Coast destruction to finally make progress on federal energy policy.  Surely the Gulf Coast and its people deserve that much.  

