Time for a Different Fuel – The Baltimore Sun – 10/16/09

By T. Boone Pickens

Switching to natural gas would help the environment and boost energy independence

Since the surge of passenger cars following the establishment of the Interstate Highway System in 1956, America has been addicted to foreign oil. 

We are now importing nearly two-thirds of the oil we require, and about 70 percent of that is used to power America's fleet of cars, light trucks and 18-wheelers.

According to the U.S. Department of Transportation, in 1960 there were about 74 million passenger vehicles on America's roads. There are now about 250 million. Nearly all of them run on imported gasoline or diesel.

Over the years, our dependence on foreign oil has grown largely because oil has been cheap. When oil supplies have dropped, as they did during the OPEC oil embargo in the 1970s, or when oil prices have spiked, as they did in the summer of 2008, there is a great national gnashing of teeth about the need to get off foreign oil. 

Yet even in September 2009, in the face of a continuing recession, we still imported 357 million barrels of oil at a cost of $24.7 billion. That represents about 63 percent of the oil we used during the month. On an annualized basis that would be almost a quarter of a trillion dollars going to help the economies of Saudi Arabia, Nigeria and Venezuela instead of recycling through the economies of Maryland, Virginia and Pennsylvania. 

In addition to the economic cost of importing oil, there is an environmental cost. While Baltimore enjoys the benefits of one of the major cities along the principal East Coast corridor - Interstate 95 - it pays an environmental price as thousands of cars and trucks pump out greenhouse gasses and particulate matter.

Add to that the regular commuter traffic, the number of flights in and out of Baltimore-Washington International Thurgood Marshall airport and the number of ships entering and leaving the Port of Baltimore on a daily basis, it is easy to see why even a person with a passing interest in environmental quality might be interested in a different fuel source.

America has a domestic fuel that can replace imported gasoline and diesel for cars and trucks. That fuel is natural gas. 

Just a few years ago there was general agreement that our natural gas reserves were limited. But recent advances in drilling technology have made the natural gas contained in the massive shale deposits in Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas and in Appalachia - stretching all the way to Western Maryland - available for commercial recovery.

In fact, the total of all the natural gas reserves in the continental United States may total as much as 2,000 trillion cubic feet - a 118-year supply.

We need to make the national commitment to shift from imported oil to domestic natural gas. There are two bills in Congress (H.R. 1835 and S. 1408) known as the NAT GAS Act which will help do just that. Both versions will provide tax incentives for fleet owners to gradually change over from gasoline and diesel to natural gas.

Taxis, municipal and school buses, government cars, express delivery trucks, and utility fleets are all prime candidates to take advantage of the NAT GAS Act. 

Because of Baltimore's unique transportation infrastructure, there are other opportunities here. In the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, a significant program is under way to replace 18-wheelers that move goods around, into or out of the ports with vehicles running on natural gas. If you drive along the waterfront and see the enormous size of the Port of Baltimore, it is easy to imagine what a difference that would make here.

At the airport in Denver, nearly every ground vehicle - from tugs to baggage carts to shuttle buses - operate on natural gas instead of gasoline or diesel. 

And, in San Diego, there is a serious effort to get refuse and recycling trucks - which are among the most inefficient vehicles on the road because of the amount of time they spend idling and the slow speeds at which they operate - to get off diesel and onto natural gas.

Baltimore has long held the reputation as being one of the best places to live in America. By adopting a major focus to make Baltimore the East Coast leader in using clean, abundant, domestic natural gas, this city will continue to set the bar high for others to follow.

T. Boone Pickens, an entrepreneur and advocate for energy independence, is speaking at 10:30 a.m. today at the Stamp Student Union at the University of Maryland. His e-mail is boone@pickensplan.com.
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