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It was almost as 
startling as if 
entertainer Joan Rivers, 

a veteran of multiple face 
fresheners, had denounced 
cosmetic surgery. Or as if 
Keith Richards, the Rolling 
Stones bad-boy guitarist, 
were suddenly conducting 
seminars on clean living.

But there it was, 
splashed across the news 
wires on Wednesday. 
President George W. Bush, 
a bosom buddy of Big Oil if 
ever there was one, uttered 
this straightforward 
pronouncement: “America’s 
got to change its habits; 
we’ve got to get off oil.”

This is the man who for 
years stubbornly opposed 
any meaningful increase 
in federal fuel economy 
standards until finally 
signing a bill, passed by 
Congress in December, 
that boosts mileage 
requirements about 40 
percent by 2020.

Bush’s remark came on 
the same day that oil prices 
closed at an all-time high of 
$104.52 a barrel in futures 
trading in New York. On 
Thursday, oil reached 
another record high, 
$105.97, before settling at 
$105.50.

On Monday, gasoline 
prices nationally averaged 
$3.16. Diesel fuel, used to 
transport most goods, was 
at $3.67.

Energy prices are 
raising costs for everything 
from cornbread to airline 
tickets. There’s serious talk 
of $3.40 gas this spring, and 
$4 fuel further down the 
line.

The media have made 
much of the fact that U.S. 
oil companies have been 
achieving record profits, 
topped by $40.6 billion in 
earnings by ExxonMobil in 
2007. 

But another trend 
probably should be 
even more troubling to 
Americans: The United 
States is losing much of its 

historic control over the 
world’s oil supplies at a 
time when we import about 
60 percent of the oil we 
consume.

More than 75 percent of 
the world’s oil is owned and 
controlled by governments 
through their national oil 
companies, rather than 
private-sector giants 
such as ExxonMobil and 
Chevron. 

The national energy 
concerns in oil-rich nations 
such as Saudi Arabia, 
Nigeria and Venezuela are 
driving harder bargains in 
terms of providing access 
to their oil and demanding 
bigger shares of production 
revenues.

The nationals’ power was 
evidenced last week. The 
Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries, the 
cartel that includes Saudi 
Arabia, snubbed Bush’s 
plea to ramp up production 
and thereby put a damper 
on prices. OPEC said oil 
supplies are adequate. It 
contended that much of the 

price increase has been 
caused by speculators 
and U.S. economic 
“mismanagement.”

Investors have flocked 
to commodities such as oil 
as a hedge against inflation 
and as a reaction to the 
weak U.S. dollar.

America, the world’s 
biggest oil consumer, also 
has waning control over 
global crude supplies and 
prices for another reason: 
Fast-growing developing 
countries such as China and 
India are gobbling up ever-
growing quantities of the 
black gold, with many of 
their citizens buying autos 
for the first time.

Fortunately, many 
Americans are changing 
their energy habits. 
February’s sales of 
Chevrolet full-size pickups 
were down 29 percent, but 
sales of the compact Ford 
Focus were up 11 percent.

We should seek to boost 
domestic oil and natural 
gas production. But we also 
must heighten efforts to 

conserve energy on fronts 
ranging from autos to 
home heating and cooling. 
We must accelerate 
development of wind, solar, 
coal and nuclear power. 
We should embrace strong 
family planning programs 
that slow global population 
growth and thus lessen 
energy demand.

Some exciting progress 
is being made. For 
example, there are some 
real advances in developing 
plug-in hybrid and totally 
electric cars.

 Even Bush, in 
the waning days of 
his disappointing 
administration, realizes 
that we’ve eventually 
“got to get off oil.” That’s 
progress right there, isn’t 
it?

Smith is an editorial 
writer for the Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram. Readers 
may write to him at 400 
W. 7th Street, Fort Worth, 
Texas 76102, or via e-mail 
at jzsmith@star-telegram.
com.

Even President Bush says we’ve got to get off our oil habit

By ken BurnS
Special to the Los Angeles Times

It is that time of year again, 
when attacks on PBS remind 
those of us who labor in its 

besieged vineyards how much we 
must be prepared to defend our 
unique but vulnerable institution. 
With wearying frequency, we are 
forced to justify our existence 
to grandstanding politicians who 
believe that public television 
must be de-funded (despite 
the relatively little federal 
funding — $1 per person per 
year — it requires) because it 
operates outside of their vaunted 
“marketplace,” and then to those 
misguided cultural critics who 
mistake our mission and demand 
of us something we are not.

If enacted, President 
Bush’s budget proposal to 
Congress would reduce public 
broadcasting’s funding for 2009 
and 2010 by 56 percent. Adding 
insult to injury, The New York 
Times took its own swipe a few 
weeks back, arguing in a Sunday 
arts piece that PBS has grown 
tired and frayed and obsolete in 
a television universe that now 
includes hundreds and hundreds 
of choices.

It is important to remember, 
literally, what we stand for.

PBS is not the Public 
Broadcasting System. It is the 
Public Broadcasting Service; we 
are obligated to serve the public 
in a number of decidedly unsexy 
ways. From the early morning, 
when preschoolers have a broad 
array of commercial-free shows, 
to the news-making conversations 
of Charlie Rose as we end our 
day, our underfunded enterprise 
produces the best children’s, 
science, nature, public affairs, 
arts and history programs on 
television.

“NewsHour” each evening 
reaches more than twice the 
readership of The New York 
Times. “Frontline” is perhaps 
the best series on television, 
period. PBS recently broadcast 
the groundbreaking New York 
Philharmonic performance from 
North Korea. Every day, PBS 
serves, and belies those feeble 
arguments that still question our 
necessity.

In a TV environment of fast-
paced shows, PBS may not always 
appear the sleekest. But for 
those of us who have submitted 
our professional lives to public 
service in broadcasting, it 

feels more like the fable of the 
tortoise and the hare. What we 
lack in speed, we make up for in 
persistence — and an insistence 
on doing things well and doing 
things that last.

That 
may not 
impress those 
critics who 
breathlessly 
decode in the 
latest “reality” 
show some 
manifestation 
of the 
zeitgeist. But 
that’s OK. 
Across the 
country, in 
towns small 
and large, 
PBS is an 
important 
institution in 
people’s lives, 
bringing tens 
of millions 
of families 
each week not 
just another 
channel of 
distraction but 
programs that 
engage them.

That’s 
what we try to do, and although 
we certainly aren’t perfect, we 
strive every day to fulfill that 
complicated and vital mission. 
And no commercial network is 

animated by a mandate of service 
like that of PBS. That’s why so 
many of us, despite these slings 
and arrows, continue to work in 
public broadcasting.

Critics say PBS is unnecessary 
in this multichannel universe; that 
there’s no need for government 
investment in television; that we 
must let the marketplace dictate 
our culture. They are certain that 
only the marketplace determines 
what is valuable or worth doing.

Nothing could be further from 
the truth. Many blessings have 
flowed to America from that 
marketplace, but I am certain 
that none of the films I have made 
in the last nearly 30 years could 
have been produced anywhere but 
at PBS. It is also important to note 
that the marketplace won’t come 
to your house at 3 a.m. when it 
is on fire, nor is the marketplace 
flying over Afghanistan at this 
moment.

I don’t mean to suggest that 
PBS has anything to do with the 
actual defense of our country, but 
it does help make our country 
worth defending.

Burns is a documentary 
filmmaker whose projects include 
“The War,” “The Civil War,” “Jazz” 
and “Baseball.”

Standing up for public television

I need to ask readers to indulge 
me for a moment. I am going 
to relate some seemingly 

unconnected items which have 
occupied my time and attention 
in recent weeks. Please trust that 
there is some coherency in these 
scattered thoughts.

My mother has suffered from 
arthritic knees for several years. 
A few days ago, I received an 
encouraging e-mail from her. She 
had finally found a competent and 
sympathetic doctor. I am pleased 
that she has found a doctor who 
has her confidence.

Last Thursday, I met with an 
extremely talented student we are 
trying to recruit to Weber State 
University. She is a pianist who is 
also being recruited by the Julliard 
School of Music. It would be quite 
an accomplishment to attract her 
to WSU.

Hardly a day goes by that I don’t 
use Google, the Internet search 
engine. Google is changing the way 
we store and retrieve information. 
I am thankful that there are 
brilliant minds that can create 
useful technology like Google.

Is there some way to connect 
the dots across these disparate 
items? The theme that connects 
these items is immigration. More 
specifically, immigrants contribute 
greatly to the nation’s pool of 
talent.

My mother’s doctor is a native 

of India who immigrated to 
the U.S. to study and practice 
medicine. The talented piano 
student is named Fan-Ya Lin, 
and she is from Taiwan. If she 
comes to WSU, she will study with 
another talented Taiwanese pianist, 
professor Yu-Jane Yang. The co-
founder of Google is Sergey Brin, a 
native of Moscow.

A neglected aspect of the 
current immigration debate 
is that legal immigrants fill a 
disproportionate share of the 
nation’s knowledge-based jobs. 
For the modern economy, highly-
educated workers are critical, and 
immigrants are filling a significant 
number of these important jobs.

Consider some interesting facts. 
Foreign nationals account for 
almost 60 percent of the science 
and engineering doctoral degrees 
awarded by U.S. universities. Only 

14 percent of California high school 
graduates meet the admissions 
standards of the University of 
California. 

On the other hand, almost a 
third of the Asian high school 
students meet the rigorous 
standards for admission; these 
students are either immigrants or 
the children of recent immigrants. 
In recent years, 75 percent of the 
piano students entering the Julliard 
School of Music were from foreign 
countries.

These statistics lead to some 

inescapable conclusions. The 
country’s shortage of engineers 
would be severely exacerbated if 
the number of immigrants filling 
engineering jobs was reduced. It 
would be difficult to find a major 
symphony orchestra that could 
mount a modest performance 
without the talent of foreign-born 
musicians.

Immigrants are also a driving 
force for entrepreneurship. As 
one example, when the state of 
Utah sought someone to serve as 
chair of the Governing Authority 

for The Utah Science Technology 
and Research initiative, Dinesh 
Patel was chosen because of 
his vast experience in starting 
new businesses and fostering 
technology-based business 
ventures. Dinesh is the founder or 
a principal investor in more than 
20 high-tech companies. He was 
born and raised in Zambia, Africa, 
and educated in India.

Our nation’s immigration policy 
will be one of the focal points 
of the upcoming presidential 
election. One aspect of the 
immigration debate is the fact 
that U. S. companies are turning 
to undocumented workers to meet 
their needs for manual labor. The 
raids on Universal Sales in Lindon 
and the Swift meat packing plant in 
Hyrum highlight this aspect of the 
debate.

Regrettably, efforts to tighten 
immigration policy have also 
reduced the flow of the most 
talented seeking to enter the 
United States. Annual visas 
granted to international students 
are down about 20,000 since the 
start of the decade.

Talent is a scarce commodity. 
Those forming immigration policy 
should strive to create a simple, 
fair and legal process that not only 
allows but encourages the world’s 
best entrepreneurs, engineers, 
scientists and artists to immigrate 
to our country.

Don’t fence out the most talented
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