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It had been raining all day and the needed
precipitation smelled good. Driving down |-17, |
had just passed Cherry Rd., the one that goes to
Prescott, and it started coming down really hard.
Though | was already running a little late, | de-
cided to slow down a little (a little...from 78 to
65). 1 was listening to the Fatal Flying Guilloteens
and thinking about sustainability, which says
more about my social life than | want it to.

The negative affects of our way of life have
been building significantly in recent years. | re-
member hearing about global warming when |
was a kid, but it has only recently been regarded
as a legitimate term to describe our current situ-
ation. The urgency of our environmental dilem-
ma is finally becoming a mainstream concern.
Environmentalists are even getting some
press!

With sustainability on my mind and, even
while driving 65 miles an hour through the rain,
| came to the conclusion that the wheels, I'm
afraid, are not turning fast enough on this is-
sue. Most people remain stuck in that fantastic
dream-world that separates us from reality; one
that has people believing that technology will
save us, that somewhere, in some laboratory,
there are genius scientists working ‘round the
clock, figuring out ways to make everything we
own and consume sustainable. Everything will
be fine with a tall glass of technology, have
some!

| was in the fast lane, which | shouldn't have
been, but my visibility was less than ideal so |
figured the best thing | could do is stay where
| was. My green tea was still hot even though |
was halfway to Phoenix. | took a sip and, briefly
peering over the rim of my plastic travel mug, |
saw the bridge up ahead. There are small bridg-
es all over 17; they are built over washes mostly.
There were large headlights changing lanes be-
hind me, going around me.

The trouble is, we don’t know how to live
sustainably because our civilization has
never been sustainable. As our culture has
metastasized across the globe, it has destroyed,
in whole or in part, everything in its path. We've
never had to live sustainably on the planet be-
cause, in truth, we don't really live here.

Instead we live in pop culture, and use it as
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a lens to experience the world; we live in cities
and atop thick, seemingly indispensable, lay-
ers of concrete. We identify with products and
fictional characters on television. We don't have
any relationship with the land, our food, or our
nonhuman neighbors. We have forgotten that
the land is primary.

Both literally and figuratively, we separate
ourselves from the real world. In truth, sustain-
ability is an easy concept and the fact we still
don't “get it," even with all the apocalyptic chal-
lenges we face, means this separation is more
palpable today than ever before.

Instead of asking, “how can we continue liv-
ing the way we do in a sustainable way,” we
should be thoughtfully considering what sus-
tainability really means, and asking, “What
aspects of our way of life can ever be sus-
tainable?” “What needs to go, and what can
stay?” To truly believe our current way of life can
ever be sustainable is delusional, irresponsible
and, frankly, dangerous.

| was halfway over the bridge when the semi
blew past me, going 85...no, 95, no, 195 miles
an hour. | could literally hear and feel the wa-
ter rush beneath the car. The back end of my
Honda wiggled very slightly, as if | were parked
and someone tied their shoe with their foot on
my back bumper. The back end of the semi was
still next to me; to my left was the guardrail and
whatever might lurk beneath that. Immediately
the fish tailing got worse. | had no idea how big
the wash was, how long the drop would have
been. The end of the bridge was drawing closer
and | knew | was going to crash.

| remember thinking how lame it would be
to die in a car, to be jumbled in that category of
statistics used to scare drunk drivers and teen-
agers with driver's permits. | didnt want to die
in a car, but | knew the crash was going to be
bad. | was totally out of control and | couldn't see
anything.

Hydroplaning sounds like the ocean. | used to
have an alarm clock with nature sounds. One of
the options was “ocean;” when the alarm went
off, the nature sounds get progressively louder
and, after a few minutes, it sounds like a tidal
wave or a tsunami. That's what it sounded like,
only faster, and louder.

| closed my eyes, but | knew the car was side-
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ways, which meant | was past the bridge. | put
my head down and gripped the steering wheel
as hard as | could, thinking of bloody head inju-
ries. | had no idea what was coming; | just waited
for the impact.

It came from behind, hard. Music off. The car
kept spinning, ricocheting off the side of the
mountain, rocks churning beneath me. There
was a less severe impact on the front and that's
where the car stopped.

| opened my eyes and saw the smoke, the
mountain. | looked down at myself, looking as
much with my hands as with my eyes. | was to-
tally and completely fine. | have no idea why, but
nothing was wrong with me whatsoever. The car
was totaled. | had eight payments left.

Let me break down our dream world: have
you ever accidentally turned your alarm clock off
in the morning and, while dosing back to sleep,
you imagine yourself going through your morn-
ing routine ... You make coffee, brush your teeth,
get dressed, and suddenly wake up and realize
you're late and haven't accomplished anything?
Our culture is in that dream-world: we are pro-
ductive, we solve problems, we're improving our
future. All the while, we're skidding at incalcu-
lable speeds waiting for something to shake
us awake before the impact.

We will then realize that everything we
thought we were doing to address the problems
we face has amounted to nothing and it will be
too late. (I can see it now, “But | followed every-
thing on Al Gore’s list at the end of An Inconve-
nient Truth!”)

During the last several years, there has been
a lot of hullabaloo (I've been dying to use that
word) about the need to make our automobiles
more sustainable. Many of the new hybrids and
the like are marketed as “green” vehicles and |
have a big problem with this.

The term “green” is a general claim imply-
ing the product or packaging has some kind
of environmental benefit or that it causes no
harm to the environment. There is currently no
standard definition for the term “green,” and the
way in which it is used is manipulative at best. It
is, in actuality, a form of “greenwashing,” which
is “disinformation disseminated by an orga-
nization so as to present an environmentally
responsible public image or product.”

In short, industry knows people are beginning
to wake up and realize our culture is destroying
the planet. For far too long, people have bought
into the idea that the only political power the
public can wield is through their spending hab-
its. So industry assuages our guilt by having us
believe the crap we continue to buy is actually
good for the environment.

Terms like “green,” “eco-friendly," “organic,’
and “sustainable” are being used to greenwash
the public into believing our culture is turning
around and putting the needs of the natural
world first. This isn't a conspiracy theory; it's
symptomatic of a larger institutional prob-
lem. If nothing else, these terms are simply
good marketing — a rhetorical response to
public interest. If it suddenly became fashion-
able to wear lightening bug guts on your face,
people would be out on the street sellin’ viles of
mass-produced glowing bug guts and everyone
would be buyin’; there would be lightening bug
cartoons on all the stuff we buy.

My point is the culture isn’t going to care how
ridiculous or meaningless the fad is as long as it
can be sold. If the only power we have is through
what we choose to consume, the needs of the
economic system remain first and that is exactly
backwards and should not be confused as a
move towards sustainability.

It's increasingly embarrassing to have to say
this, but automobiles are not and can never
be made sustainable. “Green” vehicles that still
have some carbon output should not be consid-
ered green. We still have a long way to go. Sure a
Prius isn't causing as much damage to the envi-
ronment as a Hummer, but that doesn’t make it
“good for the environment.” It's like if a guy was
kicking a dog to death and another guy is kick-
ing and punching a dog to death. The dog ends
up dead in both cases, it’s just that one method
simply slows this process down, slightly.

The biggest question in sustainable discourse
right now is,“how are we going to run our cars?”
As each gasoline-replacement is examined
to be inadequate, the question of alterna-
tive fuels will be seen as the distraction it is;
a distraction that sidesteps the inherently
unsustainable nature of the automobiles
themselves. Forget the fuel question and con-
sider plastics, tires, concrete, production, main-
tenance, disposal, and even roadkill. Think of all

the details and materials necessary for all these
systems to function (roadkill, of course, isn't a
system). There is nothing sustainable about car
culture (and frankly, I'd rather eat corn than
burn it in my gas tank).
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In the mid-1990s, researchers at the Environ-
ment and Forecasting Institute in Heidelberg,
Germany, calculated the total pollution output
of an average German family car (about the size
of a Ford Escort) in each stage of its life. Typically,
when we're talking about emissions, we're talk-
ing about the middle-stage of the automobile’s
life. We don't normally think about the energy
and pollution necessary for the car’s production
and disposal. They concluded that before the ve-
hicle even left the plant, the car-to-be had pro-
duced 29 tons of waste and 1,207 million cubic
yards of polluted air. During it’s life on the road
(85k miles) it pumped another 1,330 million cu-
bic yards of polluted air into the atmosphere and
disseminated 40 pounds of worn bits of road
surface, tire, and brake debris on the highway.
Disposal, the last step in the cars life, produced
133 million cubic yards of pollution. If we're
talking percentages, 33% of the cars total pollu-
tion output is released during production, 60%
during its stint on the road, and 7% during its
disposal. It's important also to note automobiles
in America are much bigger and the US doesn't
have the kind of sophisticated recycling facilities
for automobile disposal that Germany does. So
per capita, our numbers would be much worse.

Tines

Tires contain an average of 2 1/2 gallons
of oil each. That's why they burn so well. When
they burn, as they often do when pilled by the
millions, they foul the air for hundreds of miles,
and pollute the water with zinc and heavy met-
als. After the fire, lead and cadmium remain on
the ground, seeping into the soil when it rains.
Trashed at a rate of roughly one per vehicle each
year (in the mid-90s, when this information was
collected — no doubt it is more than this now),
tires actually pollute before they're junked. Spin-
ning on asphalt, each tire loses a pound of rub-
ber every year and the small grains rise to the
sky, filtering into our lungs and waterways.

CONCRETE

Slowly but surly, we're covering every pavable
surface with concrete, which makes the title of
this column more literal than figurative. Over
38.4 million acres of road and parking lot ac-
count for more land devoted to driving our cars
than producing our homes. In the wilderness we
lay 370,000 miles of road on just the Forest Ser-
vice's 300,000 square miles, more than a mile of
road per square mile of wooded wilderness. This
disrupts habitats, abets erosion, and fattens the
bank accounts of those who claim ownership of
the trees marked for deletion. These numbers, of
course, rise every day. The numbers, also, don't
account for repaving and general maintenance
of roads.
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Beyond covering wild habitat and disseminat-
ing pollution, roads should also be considered
lethal corridors. Currently, hundreds of animals
go extinct every single day; roads split up wild
habitat and speed this process up. According
to the Environmental Defense Fund, “The most
devastating environmental crisis of the turn
of the millennium, second only to global
warming, is the destruction of wild and rural
habitat — and the automobile is the main
culprit in that rout.”

A silent killer of the road, one that isn't men-
tioned often, is the debris of automobile use on

the road. Salt, brake linings, anti-freeze and oth-
er poisonous fluids like oil and coolants, scatter
across the highways and slide off the road into
the earth.

It is for these reasons and many more that
the automobile will not characterize a sustain-
able future. Perhaps hybrids, electrics, and the
like should be marketed as a transition to a no-
car culture. Investing in our once great railroad
system would be an even better transition (we
wouldn’t even need to build a lot more track; the
train should just stop more).

A sustainable automobile is a fantasy and
the public needs to wake up. Don't get me
wrong, | love cars and | love driving them. Cars
represent the spirit of the independent Ameri-
can culture that characterize both the good and
the bad of who we are. There was a time in my
life when | knew the make and model of every
car on the road. | had posters of muscle cars
(when | was a kid) plastered all over my room; |
dreamed of owning a '68 Mustang Cobra.

There is no other country in the world that has
made cars as “cool” as the United States. Would
rockabilly exist without the automobile? A scary
question indeed. “Bicycle Sally” would not have
been a great Eric Clapton song, that's for sure.
Sammy Hagar certainly could not drive 55 on a
Huffy, and Vanilla Ice could not have rolled in his
5.0 with his ragtop down so his hair can blow.
Still, 1 think it’s time we begin “uncooling” the
automobile.

The muscle cars still being produced — the
Mustang, the Charger, etc. — should be revealed
to be as lame as they are: symbolic exploitations
of constructed male masculinity produced by
car culture. Still, there is something deep inside
me that fantasizes about driving them.

But you know what? They're not worth it;
they're killing everything, not to mention
the 1.2 million people who are killed on the
road each year. | was almost one of them a few
months ago. | remember thinking, when | got
out of the smoking vehicle, in the rain, in the
middle of the desert, “what the hell are we do-
ing in these death traps?”

Cars were fun while they lasted, but | think
it's time for all of us to sit back and simply
admit we were wrong; car culture was and
continues to be a mistake. We've structured
our lives around the automobile. Many people
in the US absolutely need a car to survive, but
deindustrialization is the only path towards
true sustainability. We need to think about
progress differently, at least in a way that puts
the needs of the natural world (and us) above
the needs of our economic systems.

We can work together to restructure our lives
around our communities, our families, and the
land that makes life possible (and beautiful). It
is, in actuality, a matter of life and death. The
discourse surrounding sustainability has us try-
ing to come up with an answer to: “how can
we preserve car culture, sustainably?” Well the
answer, evidently, is, we can’t. Automobiles are
just machines, machines that pollute heavily,
but allow us to get from point A to point B much
faster. During the last 100 years, we've let these
machines define who we are, where we live, and
how we perceive our independence. We're bet-
ter than that; for over 12 thousand years, we've
been better than that. We will be without cars
again some day and right now the only real
question is, what will be left of the world
when we get there? @

Kyle Boggs (kyle@thenoise.
us) teaches English at NAU.
You can visit his blog at
undertheconcrete.org .

thenoise.us - 07/07 - 11

REEIE N RS R S RSN B RS R A IS ERA N RS NS N BRI BN RN R RN IS AR B B
u

i

% Flagstaff Medical Center

Mortheim Arisoaas Healthoass

The Torwbewr Hicapss

AB

z
LORHOUS!

ulyp1¥2007,

Register online at www.absolutebikesnet

For complete detoils on these events: contoct Absolute Bikes

928-779-5969 or visit absolutebikes.net
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FLAGSTAFF

18 H. SAN FRAMCISCO 5T. DOWNTOWHN FLAGSTAFF

¥28.779.5969

S101 HWY 179, SEDONA VILLAGE OF ORK CREFK

¥28.284.1242

FLAGSTAFF + SEDONA
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FLAGSTAFF BIKING ORGANIZATION
UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE

July & August

Trail Days

An opporfunity fo be part of the frails you love and enjoy.

July 14th

Sunset Trail

Maointenonce of Sunset Troil from
sunset Trailheod fSchwiiz Pass
ivieer ar Sonset troil heod kiosk
in the Schultz Creek/Sunset
parking lot off of Schultz Pass Rd.

flagstaff
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August Tith

Mt. Elden Trail
Maintenance of Mi, Elden Troi
Mest ol Mt Elden Lookout
frail head ocrosss from
Fagstaff Mall on 894
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Al Teaml Evarts shar at 230am and will and af Tpme Lunch and redteshments prodded ol all
evpnts. Rofke prires ond i T-shifs ebgie ho ol vilunieers. Please wear prodecive loohmeor
headgear [Bicyche Helmels con be used for profeciee headgear), long pants, and bring gloves
il you hove Ehem, Tools and projective gasar will be provided

We: enjoy the fralls oll yeor, fhis is an opporfunity to persenally confribude fo this valuable: resounce.

For more information: visit weew. flogstaffbiking.org
coll Mark Gulle: Trall Cocedinator & 928/T14-0105 or cmail tralsiflogsiolfbildng.cey

Thanks o Gr pore:

FReerORT-McMoRAN
CoPPER & GoLD INC.

hitp./fveww phelpsdodge.com

Pogstat Biking Grpanizo%ion is running frodl days trough November,
wisit for detoils. See you on the frolst
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