What is the impact of dependence on personal motor vehicles on the sustainability of our planet as compared to other forms of transportation? A case study considering my transportation experiences in both Buffalo, New York and Oberlin, Ohio. [Nice question]
The Early Years

Growing up in Lancaster, a suburb of Buffalo, my understanding of various methods of transportation developed along these lines: if you need to go anywhere as an adult [what about as a child?], your options consist of various assortments of cars, trucks, and/or minivans.  This is in no way an exaggeration of my perspective as it was for at least the first decade of my life.  Let me explain other “means of transportation” according to the Lancaster mind-set. 

 
To begin with, there is walking.  Oh what a flawed method of transportation!  It takes far too long to go anywhere and you could never get very far [it is not clear who’s voice you are speaking in there – is this a general attitude, the attitude of adults, your attitude?]. What about streets that don’t have sidewalks [be clear, are there no streets with sidewalks?]? Let’s not forget Buffalo is a four seasons city; how could anyone walk around in all of that snow or in the sweltering heat? Walking outside has its time and place: leisure time in Spring or Fall and manicured parks for the most part.  Walking is done for exercise or to exude an attitude of health, end of story.


Along the same lines are roller-skating, skateboarding, and bicycling; no adult could ever take these seriously as a way to get from here to there.  These modes of transportation serve primarily as entertaining toys for children to amuse themselves with, with the exception of serious athletic cyclists. Imagine riding a bike to the grocery store in order to pick up a few items for dinner – there isn’t even a place to put it while you shop.

I cannot recall any other forms of transportation that I was exposed to as a child except for riding horses, which is strictly for hicks from the next town over who still have “old-fashioned” family farms, and trains, which I swear I thought were not for people in our advanced age of personal motor vehicles, but rather for shipping inanimate objects or farm animals.

If you want to include methods of transportation I was exposed to through media such as television and movies, the list would include airplanes, spaceships, subways, boats and taxis.  My young and sheltered mind hardly considered one of these a more feasible transportation device than the others. 

 Such were my formative influences on the concept of transportation. For the most part, I don’t think my experience was unique; in fact I believe that most suburban American children face exposure to a similarly limited array of the transportation buffet.

The Later Years


At the ripe old age of fifteen I was in my sophomore year of high school and still riding the big yellow school bus. Believe me: that was not cool.  I absolutely could not wait until the day I turned sixteen and could apply for a Learner Permit.  Finally in December the fateful day arrived and out I ran (ok, my dad drove me)[nice touch] to the DMV to get that permit.  Due to “excessive” snow, my mom didn’t want me to practice driving until Spring.  Although a ludicrous policy, there was nothing I could do to change it. 

 As the months went by my previously Permitted friends began taking road tests and buying cars.  A good friend of mine began driving me to school everyday and suddenly I lost interest in learning how to drive.  My dad had always driven me to work without complaint and there was nowhere else I really needed to go. As far as weekend social life went, almost all of my friends had cars and could drive after nine (this is cool in NY).  So why would I want to buy myself a car and pay those ridiculously high insurance rates, not to mention gas prices?

As a matter of fact I could not think of a single reason why I needed a car at that point of my life.  I was planning on going to college across the country (Portland, OR) and considered buying a car that I would have to leave behind anyway to be a waste of money.  

(Fast-forward 3 ½ years)


I ended up spending my first year of college in New Hampshire, still without a motor vehicle.  When I came home for summer break, I briefly considered learning how to drive and buying a car.  Friends and especially relatives were always harassing me about driving and then rolling their eyes when I responded that I intended to live in a big city with public transportation, cabs, and (gasp) walking as realistic options.


After some thought, I realized I still believed buying a car was a dumb idea.  All of my friends complained about how expensive maintenance, insurance, and gas were; did I really want to work all summer and have only an ugly pile of metal to show for it?  Plus, I was always preaching to people about recycling and other “environmentally conscious” practices; shouldn’t I take a firm stand against driving on an environmental basis?


As it turned out, I got a job working for the New York Public Interest Research Group (NYPIRG) that summer. My mom thought the combination of canvassing and working downtown was “vulgar” and refused to drive me to the office. Since I had already accepted the position and considered myself to be an indispensable addition to the Buffalo NYPIRG office, I decided to take matters into my own hands: I picked up the bus schedule for Lancaster. Not surprisingly, the bus came through my lovely town only four times a day.


Although annoyed, I was far from discouraged. I decided to get up every weekday and walk 40 minutes to the bus stop, take the bus for 75 minutes downtown, then walk the remaining few blocks to the office, where I arrived about an hour early.  My mom was furious and even the NYPIRG people were surprised by my efforts but I really felt that my “environmentally conscious” job was worth the time I spent commuting.  Besides, I finally served my community as living proof that cars were completely unnecessary.  [great show of commitment there!]
The Oberlin Years

This year I came to Oberlin College as a transfer student.  The first thing I noticed once on campus was the incredible number of bike racks.  Although I had done my homework on Oberlin as far as academics were concerned, I hadn’t had a chance to visit the campus before Orientation. The within walking-distance downtown/Main Street was so novel that even my parents kept wondering aloud how the area had remained so “old-fashioned”.  


As the days passed and the returning students, well, returned, I found out that those bike racks are all here for a reason: people ride bikes!  The insanity! I had long ago dismissed the idea of bikes as modes of actual transportation rather than exercise or recreation paraphernalia.  Yet here many students and even some real grown-ups can be found riding bicycles to and from class as well as on much longer trips.  The fact that a bike co-op operates successfully here is proof of the popularity of this form of transportation 


Aside from the amazing bike revelations I had, I noticed several other aspects of transportation in Oberlin that struck me as quite unusual.  The number of students who drive cars here seems very low, and as a transfer student I feel I can make that statement with some authority.  Out of all of my friends at Oberlin, I am confident that I can count all of the people with cars here on my fingers (this is not due to the fact that I have less than nine friends).


Many people, including myself, also find it very convenient to walk to desired locations on campus and in the surrounding town.  I am inclined to believe this is a result of the small-scale design of the area. It’s certainly not because of the weather!  Perhaps it is also that the intelligent people inhabiting the Oberlin area take more time to enjoy the beauty of the natural environment than their peers outside Oberlin and therefore don’t mind spending time walking around; however, I am not convinced of the validity of this last argument. It seems to me that people here may appreciate the natural beauty of the environment more than outsiders as a result of being rather limited to walking or cycling around the campus. [Very interesting point here –perhaps positive feedback between non-automobile transportation and appreciation of nature]
And the Winner is…


What is the most sustainable method of transportation that has the capacity to get people where they need to go?  Clearly this question involves issues of scale: “sustainable over what time period” and “where do people really need to go” are just two questions that must be answered.  For the purposes of this essay, I assume that sustainability represents a desire to maintain resource levels at current levels for the next several generations [be more specific and describe how this relates to transportation.  Are you talking about renewable or non-renewable resources?  If we maintain current modes of transporation, what effect does this have on non-renewable resources?]. I also exclude the issue of cross-oceanic travel from the category of necessary travel.


The easiest form of transportation to criticize is the “traditional” personal motor vehicle.  By interjecting the word traditional I mean to exclude new engine/fuel types such as hybrid (gas/electric), electric, bio-diesel, and other experimental forms.  These “traditional” personal motor vehicles arguably consume more natural resources than any other form of transportation.  “For every kilometer people drive by private vehicle, they consume two or three times as much fuel as they would by public transit”
. Since the fuel being referred to here is a derivative of oil, we know that our supply is limited.  As all fossil fuels are stocks, rather than flows
, of energy, we must place incredibly tight restrictions upon their use if we wish to make them sustainable over any period of time.


In addition to the fuel consumed by driving both personal and public motor vehicles, one must consider the impact of the pollution that these means of transportation emit into the air. During the course of the past century, human beings have significantly altered both the nitrogen cycle and the level of CO2 in the troposphere by burning fossil fuels, among other causes.
  This in turn leads to global climate change; often referred to as “global warming,” this climate change may include any number of the following: rising sea levels, severe storms, droughts, famines, flooding, rampant spreading of disease, changing temperatures, etc.  


Cars, trucks, vans, SUVs, and public transportation options such as buses all require a large amount of raw material just to be manufactured.  As the vast majority of all motor vehicle parts either cannot be recycled or simply are not, the law of conservation of matter reminds us that this form of transportation is not sustainable over the long-term.


A consideration of bicycles as a form of transportation in the context of this discussion leads to two conclusions, the first of which is that bikes are not powered by fossil fuels.  Nor are they dependent upon relatively new and/or unreliable forms of energy such as electric engines or solar panels.  The second point is that bicycles require far fewer materials during their manufacturing process than do motor vehicles; coupled with the fact that bikes have minimal maintenance needs whereas motor vehicles seem almost to be intentionally made to fall apart, bicycles are without a doubt the more sustainable choice.


While the argument for bikes over motor vehicles is palpable [?], the sustainability of bikes versus walking is quite another matter.  It is not just a simple matter of saying bikes require outside material and walking does not, so walking wins.  An important detail to keep in mind is that bikes have an extremely long life span and their parts can easily be reused.  What it comes down to is the caloric efficiency of both forms of travel.  I think they could conceivable be equally sustainable forms of transportation, assuming that bicycles are reused and recycled; however, I do consider bikes to be the most sustainable form of long-distance[intermediate distance?] travel and walking to be the most sustainable type of short-distance travel.  Again, issues of scale play a large role in determining what is sustainable in all areas of life.

Final Thoughts


In an article entitled “Why isn't everyone as scared as we are?” Ehrlich and Ehrlich elaborate upon a thesis concerning over-population issues
.  Their major principles can easily be applied to the general public’s denial of the unsustainablity of current transportation practices in this country.  The Ehrlichs argue that humans have evolved biologically and culturally to respond to short-term dangers and to tune out long-term concerns.  


It’s true that many people complain about rising gas prices and insurance premiums, but how often do you see those people selling off their cars and buying bicycles?  Instead of admitting that personal motor vehicles are unneeded, people typically fall pray to transportation stereotypes such as “bigger is better” and “real men drive trucks”.  If people cannot even combat short-term threats effectively, how can they be expected to correctly identify and deal with long-term threats that result from transportation choices, like global warming?


Effective change should start with educating all children.  As my childhood illustrates, suburban children are especially likely to receive a biased definition of what optimal transportation methods are. My transportation history is indeed unusual for a suburbanite, and it is important to remember that my decision not to buy a car wasn’t initially motivated by enlightened environmental consciousness.

Towns like Oberlin make it easy to utilize extremely sustainable means of transportation because of their small-scale design.  In larger cities, the focus of sustainable travel should be on providing as-green-as-possible public transportation for the times when individuals’ destinations are just too far or difficult to walk or bike to.

This is an enjoyable essay to read.  You do a nice job of building your articles from your own experiences. 
Grading criteria for question:
1.  Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay -- question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations. [Yes]
2.  Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, etc.). [Yes]
3.  Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale [Yes, you might have gone further in fleshing out scales at which different forms of transportation are most sustainable, particularly with respect to walking vs. bicycling]
Grading criteria for answer:
1. Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. (Be sure that you define exactly what you mean by "sustainability").[See comments in text, essay would have benefited from definition more specifically designed for transportation issues]
2. Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class. [Yes]
Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability.
3. Writing is of high quality: well organized, clear topic sentences and flow of ideas, assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, well thought out conclusion, correct use of grammar, references are appropriately cited, minimal spelling and typographical errors. [Nicely written essay]
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