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As we approach the Memorial Day Holiday, the unofficial beginning of the summer driving season, feelings of frustration and helplessness are at a peak as Americans continue to watch gasoline prices reach new record highs with each passing day.  The average price of a gallon of gasoline in Pennsylvania is now somewhere around $2.00 per gallon and the situation appears as if it will be getting worse before it gets better.

As I travel around my Congressional District, the question I'm hearing with increased frequency is, "What can be done to control gas prices?"  I have studied the problem and I have come up with what I believe is a common sense solution.

We need to take a dual-pronged approach to addressing this crisis:  In the short term, we need prompt and decisive action to ease down the record high price at the pump; and in the long term we need to act on a comprehensive energy plan that moves America away from its dependence on foreign sources of oil.

So far this year, OPEC has cut its oil production by 2.5 million barrels per day, greatly diminishing the world supply.  We need to apply strong diplomatic pressure on OPEC to reverse this course of action and increase its production of crude oil.  I have joined with a number of my colleagues in the House of Representatives in sending a letter to President Bush urging him to file a case with the WTO citing OPEC's recent action to reduce the world supply of crude oil.

I also believe that until the price crisis has passed, it would be appropriate to suspend shipments of oil to the Strategic Petroleum Reserve (SPR).  Additionally, I advocate releasing a portion of the reserve on a temporary basis in an effort to ease us out of the crisis.

We must also work to understand what caused the crisis and if there was any collusion on the part of oil companies to artificially raise the price of gasoline.  Congress and the Justice Department need to launch hearings and investigations into the matter immediately.  I have written to Attorney General John Ashcroft urging him to launch such an investigation.

While these actions are appropriate for the short term we also need to formulate a long-term approach to solving the gas price problem.  We need to decrease our dependence on foreign sources of oil and make ourselves less vulnerable to outside influences on domestic gas prices.     In the 1970s approximately 20 percent of our oil came from foreign sources.  Today, that figure is up to 56 percent and analysts believe that absent a change in policy, that number will rise to 70 percent within the next 25 years.  

We cannot allow that trend to continue.  

The United States has abundant supplies of natural resources such as coal and natural gas.  We should be exploring opportunities to develop these resources into inexpensive and clean source of fuel.  

The Comprehensive Energy Policy legislation that passed the House last year with my support encourages new technological advancements in the use of alternative power sources.  These programs range from the development of hydrogen fuel cells for automobiles, (which in the long run will reduce automobile emissions and contribute to our independence from foreign energy sources) to investing in the improvement of Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards-the standards which set fuel emission standards for cars and light trucks sold in the United States.  Unfortunately, even thought this bill initially passed both House in Congress, it still sits idle, unable to garner enough support to be sent to the president for his signature.

We must act soon if we want to bring our economy back on track.  Skyrocketing fuel are having a detrimental effect on an already fragile Central Pennsylvania economy.  Everything from planting and harvesting crops to producing plastic bottles and synthetic fabrics are affected by the high price in crude oil.  We cannot idly stand by and allow outside price control of crude oil to inhibit the recovery of our economy.

