NEW COMMUNITIES CANNOT BE OIL DEPENDENT & SUSTAINABLE
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Judged by the flawed perceptions of overseas organisations, who use rampant consumerism and car dependence as a measure of success, Melbourne and Sydney are regularly ranked as two of the world’s most liveable cities.  Meanwhile those who use the more objective measure of a cities ecological footprint know that Australia’s cities are ecologically unsustainable now and are rapidly becoming more so.  To be realistic the Commonwealth has been committed to ecologically unsustainable development, since the 1960s, and despite all the rhetoric will fund a lot more unsustainable infrastructure by 2010.  The car dependent lifestyles of Australians will become even more unsustainable. 

To significantly reverse unsustainable trends will take till at least 2014 no matter what is done by Commonwealth and state governments.  The Australian transport system faces an oil-shortage crisis, probably within 10 to 20 years.

Oil is a non-renewable resource and is being depleted rapidly by Australia’s and the world’s profligate use of dwindling reserves.  Failure to take urgent substantial action to reduce our oil dependence will leave Australia exposed to very serious economic and social risks.  This writer wonders why that is so when recent international conferences on oil depletion in Sweden and Paris make it very clear that age of cheap oil is rapidly coming to an end. (Laherrere 2003) (Robinson 2002) When that happens, western cities and sprawling outer suburbs that are the most dependent on the private car will suffer economic deprivation, as the petrol prices increase. (Hardy 2004).  

Despite the decline in the average number of people living in households their output of rubbish is increasing and so is energy consumption particularly the consumption of petrol and plastic products made from oil.  The new dwellings being built are bigger than they need be, are mostly not well designed or equipped with energy efficient devices.  In heat waves these new dwellings increase peak loading on the power stations and drain the dams when hundreds of thousands of air conditioners and water sprinklers get switched on.  Most of the homes and household products being built today are not examples of the application of sustainable design principles but of planned obsolescence and some softwood framed homes will end up being prematurely recycled by termites.

Which means that even more oil is needed for the manufacture of replacements and to provide raw materials.

The Discussion Paper produced by the House of Representatives Inquiry into Sustainable Cities states (point 2 page 5) that “A sustainable city would successfully uncouple economic growth from increased energy consumption”.  Not so because overall energy consumption is not the critical issue.  Australia has a few hundred years supply of coal, 50 years supply of gas, abundant wind, solar and tidal energy resources but that’s not much help if the cheap oil that is weak link in the economic chain that holds the economy together is gone by 2010 or at the latest 2020.

The primary objective of any national strategy to create sustainable cities and the strategic plan for Melbourne must be to „uncouple economic growth from oil consumption and to do that as quickly as possible.” If that is not done urban economies will collapse into economic chaos and poverty before sustainable products with long and useful lives can be made using the last of the cheap oil.  You cannot build energy efficient homes, build wind farms and make millions of photoelectric roof tiles, produce electric bicycle and many other green products or produce food to eat well without significant reserves of cheap oil.

This must take place before the oil dependent world economy implodes due to huge increases in oil prices.  

MELBOURNE A CASE STUDY IN OIL DEPENDENT TRANSPORT 

Melbourne car commutes have increased from 620,000 in 1976 to one million in 2001. Other sources show (VicRoads 2003) that car commutes have also become longer than most other weekday journeys and in 2001 they accounted for around 32% of the total distance travelled by car.  Car commutes are concentrated in the congested rush hours, subject to stop-start driving conditions and 'cold starts’. They make a 40% or more contribution to peak hour air pollution, increasing greenhouse gas emissions, oil consumption and congestion costs. In metropolitan Melbourne 80% of the journey to work were made by car and if we add the 2% of trips made by truck, vans and LCV’s’ and motor cycles that is 82% of commutes are by privately owned motor vehicles. A huge increase compared to only 21% of journeys to work by car in 1951.  Walking and cycling combined only account for 3.9% all journeys to work in 2001.

Unfortunately this data does not provide an accurate assessment of the contribution of urban sprawl to car/oil dependence because they fail to show the location of the most unsustainable transport behaviours. However plotting the household density of Melbourne’s 16 statistical regions against the percentage of journeys to work by mode share and car ownership levels in households as is done on figure 2 is a sound method of providing that information. It can also be used to show an estimate of the %age of incidental exercise for work journeys involving walking all the way to work or to access public transport and cycling commutes. 

The graph (see attached file) reveals that three quarters of Melbourne households are located in low density outer suburbs (between 20 and 800 households per square kilometre) and in these areas 80% of households own 2 or more cars and around 85% of those who are employed use a car to travel to work.

A strong correlation between low household density and the high % age of drive alone car commutes, the high percentage of the car fleet in outer urban households with 2 or more cars is clearly shown. Note that in the Inner Melbourne Region, which has a density of 1300 households per square km, commuting is a lot more sustainable now and when the oil crunch comes most households should be able to survive without petrol as they did from 1940 to 1950. Also 40% of employed people benefit from the high level of incidental exercise they get from commuting to work by a sustainable means of transport.  The correlations on figure 2 indicate that when the statistical regions of Brisbane, Perth, Adelaide and Sydney are plotted it will clearly show that urban sprawl is not sustainable.

Key objectives of the Victorian government are set out in planning strategy 'Challenge Melbourne. In transport the general idea is to reduce car dependence, to integrate bicycle planning into the overall transport and land use planning process and by 2020 to increase public transports market share to 20% of all motorised trips.  Apart from there being no detailed plans to do this there is no recognition that the most important reason for reducing car dependence should be to conserve the remaining stocks of Australian cheap oil and the fact that oil shortages could destroy Victoria’s economy. (Neilson 2002) 

“Challenge Melbourne” has no principled theoretical position that objectively considers any worst case scenario from either a climate change perspective or an oil depletion perspective.  It naively assumes a one eyed optimistic view of the future, which seeks to maintain Melbourne as the most liveable city, which millions of wealthy Asians will be visiting in the next 30 years. (Neilson 2002) In marked contrast many European cities have plans produced by “new urbanists” who recognise the many low-income households in urban peripheries; out of walking range of services; which must own and maintain one or more cars in order to carry out their daily lives will be reduced to poverty. 

No research has been done by the DOI to confirm or deny that Melbourne low density areas are at risk sometime in the future. It seems that DOI made a consensus decision to ignore the long term consequences of oil depletion during the preparation of the 'Challenge Melbourne’ strategy. (Grant 2003). Why is that, when West Australian government took oil conservation seriously in its state strategy?

Note that the Victorian government when it first came to office invested $200 million in factories to produce 4WD’swhich when combined with Commonwealth taxes particularly salary package provides a totally unsustainable incentives to buy less fuel efficient cars.

It would be too much to expect that to appear 'Challenge Melbourne’.

THE TRANSITION FROM THE AGE OF OIL TO THE SOLAR AGE

The world faces a major challenge to find clean and enduring sources of energy.

A more comprehensive industrial transformation towards sustainability is needed in developed countries like Australia and NZ, including an all-of-government approach to decoupling per capita economic growth from per capita oil consumption as they are trying to do with some success in the Netherlands (NEPP 3 1998)(Parker 2001 A) Failure to create and implement national energy security policies could create a long lasting economic depression with very high and intractable levels of unemployment.

The car and roads lobbyists active in Victoria argue that the 'Hydrogen Economy’ promised by President Bush is the answer to the depletion on oil supplies. The lobbyists’ purpose is to divert attention from practical and immediate oil conservation options.  Fortunately several sound reports emerged in 2003 suggesting that hydrogen powered cars are very costly and impractical. The reality is that in 2004 hydrogen requires large amounts of energy for its manufacture and distribution. For the foreseeable future, the vast bulk of the world’s hydrogen will continue to be made from petroleum sources. Hydrogen only accounts for 0.01% of global energy at present. 

Another practical constraint is that existing vehicles and aircraft fuel distribution systems are not suited to it. (Bossel and Eliasson, 2003) It takes more energy to create it than the hydrogen actually provides. Liquid hydrogen occupies four to eleven times the bulk of equivalent gasoline or diesel. (Forrest 2003)

A hydrogen economy cannot be created in time to cope with coming oil shortages.

This was confirmed by a 2004 report from the US National Academies of Science which has concluded that under the best case scenario the hydrogen transition will do little to cut oil imports or greenhouse gas emissions during the next 25 years. This is because of the many technical, economic and infrastructure constraints and casts doubt on the timetable laid out by the Bush administration’s $1.2 billion hydrogen plan. Bushes plan is a pipe-dream, like fusion power reactors using Helium-3 mined on the moon and the existence of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction.

It’s true that hydrogen can also be made from renewable energy sources of wind, solar and hydro to separate the hydrogen from oxygen in water. The decentralised production of hydrogen from large wind turbine (more than 1 Megawatt) is a low cost use of excess of wind power, which enables hydrogen to be used locally to power machinery and vehicles. Using wind power in this way allows electricity to be fed into the electricity grid at times of peak load and in the off-peak periods for much of excess electricity to be used to make hydrogen. However it will not be done on a massive scale to make up for the millions of barrels of gasoline used each day in the USA because 75% of the electricity from wind turbines is lost in producing the hydrogen which must then must be used locally as a lot more energy would be wasted in transporting it long distances.

The transition from the age of oil to the solar age is undoubtedly a democratic issue. It is reasonable for citizens to be able to decide for themselves how to live and have the long term consequences of their choices spelt out to via public consultation. A worse case scenario the Victorian Department of Infrastructure chose to ignore. (Nielson 2002) that meant that the strategy ‘Challenge Melbourne’ was flawed because the public consultation process and failed to tell people that if they cannot kick the habit of oil dependence in the not too distant future they will finish up having to use public transport for far more than 20% of their trips and have no choice in the matter because as oil dependent industries close down, it will create mass unemployment.

Oil dependence is a priority planning issue. Planners and politicians are the only ones who can be expected to have an overview that permits them to see how they can steer future developments. (Olav-Arnistberg 2004) If the planners cannot see why they must steer future development the generally public is being badly informed. 

CONCLUSIONS

The outer suburbs and provincial cities (less than 800 households per square km) are unsustainable for following reasons:- 

· Per capita uses of fertile land, freshwater and fossil fuels are increasing and destroying the resources needed by its future inhabitants. 

· Growing car dependence that is increasing per capita oil consumption, greenhouse gas emissions and congestion costs.

· Declining levels of walking or cycling that has over time contributed to an obesity epidemic and ill health due to the lack of exercise.

· Growing dependence on depleting oil reserves with no supportive national energy security policy to cope with the coming peak in world oil production and increasing oil prices.

· National and/or state governments that lack the political will to change unsustainable transport behaviours with Travel Smart, and tax and other incentives or to encourage oil conserving transport technology to cope with climate change and the needs of its future inhabitants. (Parker 2003)

Prior to 2003 the literature on EST focuses on a range of issues including greenhouse gas emissions for defining EST as a means for creating a sustainable city. (Gears & Van Wee 2003)(OECD 1996)  However, more recent research reveals that there will not be enough oil and gas left to increase greenhouse gas emissions to the levels previously estimated by the OECD and the IPPC (Coglan 2003). So it is reasonable today to measure oil dependence as the key parameter in achieving EST. The effect of climate change is going to be horrific and the great benefit of worldwide economic downturn because increasing oil price will at least constrain the worldwide growth in GHG emissions.

Japan has had an energy security policy in place since the 1974 oil crisis, which has greatly reduced the per capita use of oil in Japan and a high level railway use reliant on hydro electric sources.  (Hook, W. 1994) 

The Netherlands National Environment and Policy Plan (NEPP3) has greatly increased the fuel efficiency of the Dutch car fleet apart from having 25% of their journeys to work by bicycle. Most of the Dutch initiatives in transport have been successfully implemented in the last 14 year since NEPP 1 was released in 1989 and have resulted in increased public transport use, high levels of bicycle use and 40 % less fuel consumption by the Dutch car fleet. The Dutch objective of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and pollutant from transport has also greatly reduced oil dependency. They still have along way to go but their cities are becoming more sustainable.

The US knows it will have to import 70% of its oil by 2020 and has used its military might to ensure its population can drive around in gas guzzling SUV’s.

By invading Iraq and Afghanistan the US has secured its access to oil in both Iraq and the former Asian states of the Soviet Union. The US now has the power to decide who lives and who dies when the oil crunch comes; Australia does not. 

It is concluded that Australia is in no position to invade any country with significant oil reserves by itself. It would be prudent to learn from the oil conserving actions of the Japanese and Dutch governments. Like them Australia needs an energy security policy requiring a large reduction in oil dependent passenger transport (Parker 2001A). The necessary change processes will have to emphasise oil conservation, as there appear to be no technical panaceas to enable the current high-energy consumption patterns to persist.

It is concluded that changing commuter transport behaviour, ending urban sprawl and applying better urban design standards will never be given the priority they deserve if the planners fail to take the worse scenario into account and spell out the consequence to the both the politicians and the people. The world is running out of cheap oil - so why do politicians and planners and refuse to plan accordingly? The Guardian Newspaper in the UK spells it out.

“Every generation has its taboo, and ours is this: that the resource upon which our lives have been built is running out. We don’t talk about it because we cannot imagine it. This is a civilisation in denial.”
