Straight Thoughts from a Bent Mind CVI, 31 Aug 05

I normally don’t spend an entire Straight Thoughts on one topic, but this month I thought I would break from tradition and focus on something that is near and dear to almost everyone:  the old pocketbook/wallet.  Not the actual items themselves, but the precious commodity that goes inside:  money.  The three items of particular interest to me are the prices of gas and movie theater items.  I hate getting preachy with my Straight Thoughts, but with the war in the gulf going on, it has become fashionable to bash the Arabs over gas prices.  I just think a little perspective is required.  The Arabs are businessmen just like us.  As much as they claim to hate our western capitalist ways they are just as capitalistic as we are.  They are just responding to supply and demand.  They are in the business of producing oil and selling it for a profit.  Before we start pointing fingers at the Arabs, it should be noted that our government gets almost half the cost of a gallon of gasoline due to the excise tax that is levied on the producer who then passes it on to the consumer (nice guys!).  Unlike other types of taxes, the excise tax is not required to be printed on your receipt.  It is considered a "sin tax" which is designed to lower consumption of that product and increase consumption of another.  If you pay close attention to the fine print on a gas pump you might see this tax.  In Kansas the average cost for a gallon of gas (prior to Hurricane Katrina) is about $2.60.  Of that amount, the federal government gets $1.25 (48%) in taxes, the oil company gets $.88 (34%) for further oil exploration (more on that later), the gas station owner gets $.31 (12%) for business expenses, and the oil company lops off another $.16 (6%) for the refining process.  (If you are curious about gas prices around the country, click on this link to see some of the nation’s prices.  http://www.fuelgaugereport.com/index.asp.  At the top of the page, drop down the “Select a Market” window and you can pick a major city near you to see what the cost of gas is today, yesterday, a month ago, and a year ago)  What I fail to hear talked about is why we complain about the prices, but continue to buy the gas and the federal government does nothing to alleviate the oil shortages.  We have 700 million gallons of oil in the US oil reserve.  This is oil that belongs to us and is simply sitting in the ground in airtight vats.  I have agreed with President Bush on almost all his major decisions, but his refusal to break into the oil “piggy bank” makes me wonder about his alliances with big oil companies.  I may be a cynic, but the higher the gas prices go, the more money the federal government gets in taxes.  Its almost in their best interest to the let the cost inflate a bit.  The oil companies have no problem with the raised prices because they will pass along the added tax costs to the consumer.  As I stated earlier, the oil companies get $.34 out of every gallon for oil exploration.  Where are they exploring?  We have more than enough oil in Alaska and off the coast of New Orleans and we know where it is. Why do we need to explore?  We just need to drill.  Even the lowliest shepherd in the Middle East knows that Americans consume more gas than they do food.  Its simple economics.  The Arabs will continue to decrease oil production which in turn increases the cost of a barrel of oil.  Until we stop buying the gas, nothing will change.  It’s the same reason Hollywood keeps churning out crappy Friday the 13th movies.  As long as people buy tickets to see the movies, the movie companies will continue to put horrible sequels out.  Speaking of tickets, the movie industry is almost as bad as the oil companies.  I recently paid $28 for five of us to watch Batman Begins.  That was at the matinee price of $5.50 per person.  Not too shabby since the movie was quite good.  However, I also paid almost $28 for four of us to see the last (thank god!) Star Wars.  It was certainly NOT worth the cost.  Additionally, I had to pay almost $21 for a large popcorn, four sodas, and three boxes of candy.  Just for some perspective, a box of candy costs more than a gallon of gasoline (pre-Katrina).  Are the Arabs running the movie theaters too?  Is there some huge conglomerate of Arabs reducing the production of chocolate?  How come a box of candy at the theater has to cost $2.85?  I get a kick out of the movie industry complaining about revenues being down, but they keep raising the cost of a ticket.  Don’t they understand that maybe the reason people are not going to the movies is the cost of the tickets?…An air traffic controller in Sydney, Australia overslept forcing an Air Services Australia jet to stay in the air an extra 12 minutes.  Why is this really newsworthy?  Its unusual to hear a story about an airplane actually staying in the air these days…French explorers in Peru have discovered the fossilized remains of a 46-foot crocodile deep in the jungle.  That might explain why all those Peruvians disappeared without a trace…The ruby red slippers from The Wizard of Oz have been stolen.  Police put out an APB for a female in her late 50s wearing a large black hat and traveling on a broomstick… A stripper in San Diego became enraged when a customer refused her offer of a lap dance.  So she stabbed him.  Apparently she was charging him by the gallon.
