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I have seen the future, and it works

O.K., T know that these days you're:
supposed to see the future in China or -
India, not in the heart of “old Europe.

But we're living in a world in whichi
ail prices keep setting records, in which
the idea that global oil production will
soon peak is rapidly moving from frmge
belief to mainstream assumption. And.

- Europeans who have achieved a high
standard of living in spite of very high';
energy prices — gas in-Germany costs-
more than $8 a gallon — hiave a lot.to"
teach us about how to deal w1th that
world.

If Europe's example is any gulde,
here are the two secrets of coping with
expensive oil: own fuel-efficient . cars“
and don'’t drive thern too much,
' Notice that I said that cars should:
fuel-efficient — not that people should”
do without cars altogether. In Germany, -

*as in the United States, the vast major-"
ity of families own -cars (although Gei- -

" man households are less likely-than.
their U.S. counterparts to be multnple~

.. Car owners). .

But the average German car- uses
about & quarter less gas per mile’ than
the average American car, By and:’
large, the . Germans don't drive itsy--
bitsy toy cars, but they do drive modest=;"
sized passenger vehicles rather than

- 8.U.V's and pickup trucks. EERLTR S

In the near future I expect we ll see
Americans moving down the same path.’-

- We've already done it once: over the
colrse of the 1970s ‘and 1980s, the aver--
age mileage of LS, passenger vehicles
rose about 50. percent, as Amencans»‘
switched to smaller, lighter cars. o

This improvement stalled with the
rise of S.U.V's durihg the cheap-gas.
1990s. But now that gas costs more than .
ever before, even after adjusting for. i
flation, we can expect to see mﬂeage
rise again.

Will Americans =~
" start living like
Europeans?

Admittedly, the next few years wxlI
rough for families who bought big:
cles when gas was cheap, and now fi
themselves the owners of white ele-
phants with little trade-in value
Taising fuel efficiency is somethin
can and will do,

. to shop locally, they're’ cancelmg

‘many of us live,

-consisting mainly of four- or five-st

the same population as Greater Betlin'}-

. metropolitan areas willbe hard. For
come antique collectors’ items, million:

‘gallon.

' Public transit, in particular, faces:

Can we also drive less? Yes -
getting thére will be a lot harder;,

There have been many. news stg
in-recent weeks about American:
are changing their behavior in. res
to expensive gasoline —!they're. tr

tions that involve a Jot: of d
they’re switching to public transit.

But none of it amounts to mui
example, some major public transit
tems are excited about ridership: g
of 5 or 10 percent. But fewer than 5-
cent of Americang take public trans
work, so this surge of riders takes only:
relative handful of drivers off the roa

Any serious reduction in Ameri
driving will require more than thi
will mean changing how and

To see what I'm talking about, con
er where I am at the moment:
pleasant, middle-class neighborhy

apartment buildings, with easy acc
to public transit and plenty of loc
shopping. . -
1It’s the kind of nelghborhood in wh ch
people don't have to drive a lot, butit's
also a kind of neighborhood that barely
exists in America, even in big metmpo
itan areas. Greatér Atlanta has roug

— but Berlin is a city of trains, buseS'
and bikes, while Atlanta isa cﬁy ofc
cars and cars.

And in the face of rising 011 Drice
which. have left manhy Amerlc
stranded in suburbia — utterly depen,
ent on their cars, yet having a hard;
affording gas — it’s starting to look:
Berlin had the better idea. :

Changing the geography of Amerlc y

thing; houses last a lot longer than ¢
Long after today’s S.UV’s have:h

of people will still be living-in subdi
sions built when gas was $1.50 or les ;

Infrastructure is another - problem.

chicken-and-egg problem: it’s hard 10
justify transit systems unless theré's’
sufficient, population density, yet it’s
hard to persuade people to live in dens” '
er neighborhoods unless they come
with the advantage of transit access, ..
And there are, as always.in Amer
the issues of race and class. Despite:the:
gentrification that has taken place’ m
some inner cities, and the plunge in na~_ .
tional crime rates to levels not seen ifi -
decades, it will be hard to shake the.. .
longstanding American association: of’ .’
higher-density living with poverty d, -
personat danger SR
Still, if we’re heading for a prolonged'

- era of scarce, expensive oil, Americans:,
. will face increasingly strong incentives -

to start living'like Europeans — maybe .-
not today, and maybe not tomofrow, but
soon, and for the rest of our lives, [




