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by Donna O'Meara

D o0 you ever use a ballpoint pen?
Chances are that most of the materials

it took to make that pen came from oil.

Today almost 100% of plastics are made
from oil. Plastics made from oil are called
petroleum-based plastics (PBPs). These plastics
are not biodegradable, meaning that they do not
break down naturally. If you throw a plastic
bag into the ocean, chances are that 100 years
from now it will still be floating around
somewhere. Some scientists are looking into
ways to make degradable plastics from natural
sources such as corn. If we could develop
plastics that biodegrade naturally, we could get

rid of millions of tons of trash each year.




How many plastic items can you find in
this picture?
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By-product a secondary substance or
material that results from the making of
something else.
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Hopper a storage container for such
items as grain or fuel, usually funnel-
shaped.
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Kerosene a highly flammable oil made
from petroleum that was used to light
lamps and cooking before electricity.
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Titusville, Pennsylvania site of the
first commercially successful oil well in
the United States.
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Most of the oil we use every day is for fuel for our cars,
airplanes, trucks, and other transportation vehicles. You may
be surprised to learn how many everyday items you use come
from oil.

Imagine walking through a normal house looking for
items made with petroleum-based plastics: First, we notice
the molding around the front door, the backing on the
doormat, the furniture fabric, the plastic picture frames, the
fibers that make up the carpet, the outside of the television,
the black videotape covers and CDs — and don’t forget the
paint on the walls and ceiling.

Next, let’s find the PBP products in the kitchen. We find
the dish rack, the tray that separates the silverware, sponges,

plastic reusable food containers, the entire inside of the

refrigerator, parts of the dishwasher, the hose to the sprayer
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on the sink, the plastic washer in the faucet. Under
the sink, we find plastic pipes. In the cabinets, we
see plastic wrap to store foods, ice cube trays, and
most of the electric coffeemaker and can opener.
Don’t forget the knobs on the stove, the trash can,
the dog’s food bowls and chew toys, water and soda
bottles, the curtains, plastic grocery and trash bags,
laundry detergent, dishwashing liquid, household
cleaners, the little plastic trays that meat and
vegetables come in from the store, and the bag
around the loaf of bread.

What about the food itself? Well, it’s not
plastic, but when you go to the grocery store and
pick up those giant red tomatoes and crisp green
celery stalks, it may have been oil-based fertilizers
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and pesticides that helped them grow.

Let’s check out the bathroom. We spot the
liquid soap and the soap container, the towels,
the plastic floor tiles, shampoo and conditioner
bottles, aspirin and medicine bottles, the puffy
pink bath scrubber, the shower curtain, the
molded bathtub, the toilet seat, hairbrushes and
combs, toothbrushes, dental floss, lipstick;
moisturizers, and even the stuff you put on your
lips to prevent chapping — all made from oil.

In the bedroom, we see all kinds of plastic
toys, dolls, balls, and games; the computer; the
phone; the alarm clock; the blankets and
mattress; most of the clothes hanging in the
closets and folded in the bureau drawers; the pen
on the table by the bed; and the frames of the
reading glasses — to name but a few things.

This is just a partial list to illustrate just
how many of the things we use each and every
day are made from oil. You might want to take a
real walk around your own home and see what
other petroleum-based products you can find.
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¥ fyoulive in the United States, chances are very
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1 good that you have ridden in a car within the
past 24 hours. More than 300 million automobiles
exist in this country, and all of them consume an
increasingly limited and costly substance:
petroleum, commonly known as oil. But oil does
more than keep traffic moving on the highways.
We also use it to heat and cool our homes in winter,
to make products like plastics and pesticides, and
to bring the food grown with the help of those
pesticides to our supermarkets. Oil, in short, is
responsible for many of the advances and

and

conveniences we tend to take for granted
for some of our most serious problems.

Although ancient peoples all over the world
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knew about small surface deposits of oil, sometimes
using it as a medicine, it was not until 1859 that
large-scale production became possible. That year,
Edwin Drake built a well to bring to the surface
the oil buried in the bedrock of western
Pennsylvania. Drake’s oil was in great demand
almost immediately, for the country was in the early
stages of a process called industrialization.
Factories were springing up everywhere. The
owners of those factories needed lubricants to
prevent the metal parts in their machines from
grinding together and wearing out. Before 1859,
most lubricants were made from whale oil, but
whales were already growing scarce. Petroleum
proved a good substitute.

It was only with the production of the first
automobiles around 1900, however, that oil began
to assume the importance it has today. Most cars

require two petroleum products: motor oil, to
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lubricate the engine, and gasoline, produced when

raw, or crude, oil is refined to remove impurities.

The appetite of America’s fast-growing fleet
of automobiles was enormous, and oil producers
struggled to keep pace. Fields of oil-wells appeared
around the country, particularly in Louisiana, Texas,
and Oklahoma. While some of those fields continue
to produce oil, the most easily reached supplies have
been exhausted.

Most oil produced in this country today comes
from expensive offshore wells or from the most
remote regions of Alaska. It’s not nearly enough.
For decades, the United States has had to import
most of its oil from other countries. Today
Americans, who make up only about 5 percent of
the world’s population, consume between one third
and one quarter of its oil.

Our reliance on imported oil is disturbing.

Much of it comes from the politically troubled
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Middle East, and many observers are worried that
the region’s conflicts, including the war in Iraq and
the long-standing dispute between Israelis and
Palestinians, could disrupt shipments at any time.

We know that the economic effects of such
an interruption would be immediate and
devastating, because it has happened before. In
1973 and 1974, a group of oil exporters known as
OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries), dominated at the time by several Middle
East nations hostile to Israel, drastically reduced
production to protest American support for that
country. Gasoline prices rose sharply as supplies
disappeared, and the United States experienced a
prolonged recession, or serious economic
downturn.

A reduction in oil production today would
likely have even more serious effects, because the
world’s economies are now tied together much
more closely. In this era of globalization, or
worldwide economic cooperation, an interruption
of oil supplies to just one nation would have a ripple
effect around the world. Millions of people, from
truck drivers to flight attendants to factory workers,
could lose their jobs within days.

Economists are not the only ones troubled by
our dependence on oil, however. Scientists are
worried too. As they see it, the biggest problem
with oil is pollution. Most people are aware now
that the consumption of gasoline in cars and trucks
releases many harmful pollutants into the air. One
of these is carbon dioxide, identified by scientists
as the major cause of global warming.

What is often forgotten, however, is that oil
production generates pollution as well. The deep
wells that pump oil out of the ground, for example,
often leak, as do the pipelines and tanker ships that
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