OIL FROM ANWR?  Greens Can End Senate Stalemate

U.S. Senators know sooner or later oil and gas in ANWR’s coastal plain must be tapped. The Republican Minority says sooner, the Democrat Majority wants decisions delayed. Those who promised preservationists they’d designate the area wilderness have a dilemma—keep their word, or bear voters’ wrath when energy emergencies escalate and there’s not a thing they can do about it.  

The U.S. House bit the bullet this August. It said, yes, we’ll allow exploration on the 1.5 million-acre coastal plain (the non-wilderness portion), but development can occur on just 2,000 acres—a mere speck in the 19.6 million-acre refuge. Then in October, a majority of Americans polled said “just do it; the positives outweigh the negatives.”  With today’s state of affairs, what does it say about those senators who can’t utter the words “national security” and “energy production” in the same sentence? 

The Ds and Rs know some 88% of America’s energy comes from oil, gas and coal; that no combination of conservation, technology or alternatives can come close to replacing these in the foreseeable future. It takes years for energy research, testing, siting approvals, production, and distribution systems to happen, regardless of their source. 

No one can predict energy needs for 2003, 2005 or 2010, especially in times of a war of unknown dimensions. Aside from our growing population’s energy needs, petroleum alone can fuel the inestimable needs of a terrorist war, and today’s military operations need eight times the energy they required in WWII.

The Energy Information Administration just reported oil imports exceeded 60% in the first half of 2001. This disquieting news means 60.6% of every tank of gas is imported, mostly from the Middle East. This means more than 20,000 foreign (mostly single-hulled) supertankers offloading oil at east, west and gulf coast refineries each year. This means more than $200,000 a minute going to foreign economies when ours needs all the help it can get. 

When the petroleum industry lost more than 450,000 high-paying jobs in the 90s and warned the public it was irresponsible to allow the country’s most important industry to be dismantled, the public ho-hummed it. Last winter, when energy prices skyrocketed, that same complacent public was outraged.  It had to be Big Oil’s fault.

Reviewing the history, policy analysts found the culprit in the nation’s capitol: Congress’s attempts to address energy policy have tended to be wrongheaded, halfhearted and shortsighted. Unless the nation was in crisis mode, they weren’t about to squeeze the hot potato of “environment vs. energy production.” 

Back in the “environmental decade” it took the 1973 Arab oil embargo, endless gas lines, and thousands of angry constituents to get Congress’s attention. Even so, a vice presidential tiebreaker was needed to resolve the senate stalemate over constructing Alaska’s Prudhoe Bay pipeline. Think where we’d be without it.  Again today, the Senate is almost equally split on ANWR.

We’ve had national energy policies to be sure, but they’ve been to develop any nation’s resources but ours. Since 1990, congressional and presidential actions removed more than 100 million acres of land from energy exploration, despite public outcries. At the same time, not a single acre was earmarked for America’s energy needs. (In fairness, Congress did authorize ANWR development in 1995, but President Clinton vetoed it.) 

Since the 1970s, there hasn’t been a single major onshore oil discovery anywhere in the 48 contiguous states. So, can we look offshore? Not on the East Coast. Not on the West Coast. Maybe on the Gulf Coast. What about Alaska? Of all the states, only Alaska—its political leaders, its petroleum industry, and its spunky population—have steadfastly worked to improve supply.  

Assuming senate approval, when can ANWR oil be available? Roger Herrera, a petroleum geologist who heads Alaska’s ANWR Washington office, told the senate energy committee oil from one promising field could flow through a short feeder line to the Trans-Alaska Pipeline in less than two years after leasing. On the employment front, 98% of the 700,000-plus jobs generated by ANWR development will occur in the 48 contiguous states, not Alaska. These reasons alone should woo recalcitrant senators to the “sooner” side.  

 ANWR’s coastal plain, in the nation’s richest oil and gas province, is truly a national treasure that belongs to all Americans. Prohibiting drilling in this promising strip of land is a luxury our nation simply cannot afford. 

The preservationist community can end this stalemate. It can put energy and national security before creating yet more Alaska wilderness, and let their senators off the hook. Sooner rather than later.
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