To the Editor,
If you have ever wondered why you can’t pump your own gas in the state of Oregon, I have the answer for you and you won’t believe it.  Pumping your own gas would inconvenience the poor and would be a danger to the children of irresponsible parents. I’m not kidding.  The Oregon State Legislature says so. 
Like everyone else, I have heard for years that the state’s prohibition on self-serve gas was an effort to keep the gas-jockeys employed.  In fact, this is true as the state legislature has declared in ORS 480.315 that “self-service dispensing contributes to unemployment, particularly among young people”.  However, this is just number 14 on a list of 17 cornball justifications our legislature uses to rationalize the ban on self-serve fueling.  All are questionable, most are laughable.  I won’t quote them all, but here are a sample:

“Exposure to toxic fumes represents a health hazard to customers dispensing flammable liquids”.
For some reason these same fumes pose no health hazard to gas attendants.  The kids working at the local Chevron will find this particularly interesting.  The state legislature apparently values the health and safety of retail customers more than that of gas attendants, or perhaps they believe the attendants have developed some sort of mutant fume-filtering gills.  I thought it was just a hickey.  Next time I stop for gas I will be sure to ask the attendant how she manages to fuel cars without breathing. 
“The typical practice of charging significantly higher prices for full-service fuel dispensing in states where self-service is permitted discriminates against customers with lower incomes, who are under greater economic pressure to subject themselves to the inconvenience and hazards of self-service”

Instead of “inconveniencing” the poor, the state sees fit to inconvenience everyone else.  Customers who could quickly pump, pay and leave are now subjected to a waiting game at the pump in the name of self-esteem for the poor.  Visit a gas station and you will likely spend much of your time in the sit-and-wait mode for an overworked attendant who is busy with a half-dozen vehicles ahead of you.  Sit.  And wait.  In the time you have been waiting for someone to simply insert a nozzle into your car, you could have fueled and departed and the next person in line would be well into a fill-up.  Instead you sit.  And wait.  So the 15% tax bracket can feel a little closer to the 28% bracket.  A little economic pressure never hurt anyone, and if suffering some inconvenience would inspire a low-income customer to find a better job, save more money or quit driving, I am all for it.

“Self-service dispensing at retail in other states does not provide a substantial reduction in fuel prices charged to customers”

As of this writing the average price of a gallon of gas in the 48 states which allow self-serve is $1.50.  The average price in Oregon is $1.65.  I will gladly take any price reduction, substantial or not.


Over half the state’s 17 declarations deal with safety.  A typical example:  “The dispensing of flammable liquids by dispensers properly trained in appropriate safety procedures reduces fire hazards directly associated with the dispensing of flammable liquids”
I would be interested in learning what this proper training consists of.  The nozzle goes in, the fuel is pumped, the nozzle comes out.  Years ago as a 15 year-old in need of positive cash flow I pumped gas at a local Texaco.  The only training I received was a stern, “don’t forget to put the G. D. gas caps back on”.  No one died a flaming death and I remembered to put the caps on so it must have been good training.  Forty-eight states are pumping their own fuel without incident, everyone from 16 year-old school girls to senile old men can manage it, but Oregonians are considered by their state legislature too stupid to safely conquer this simple task. 

And finally, the most ridicules reason imaginable to justify a ban on self-serve fueling.  “Small children left unattended when customers leave to make payment at retail self-service stations creates a dangerous situation”
The state fails to describe what this “dangerous situation” is, perhaps spontaneous combustion.  Why on God’s green earth are these parents leaving their kids in the car and why should this compel the state to ban self-serve fueling?  If the problem is children left unattended in vehicles, there are laws addressing the issue.  These are not my children, I am not responsible for them and I should not be punished, restricted, or regulated as a result of the actions of the irresponsible parents who created the little darlings.  The service provided by attendants these days is questionable at best.  At many stations the attendant is not authorized to handle cash and has been reduced to an android-like creature capable of nothing more than inserting and removing the nozzle from a car.  You are still required to leave your vehicle and make the trip to the cashier to pay for your gas, putting your unattended children in a “dangerous situation”.   The android is also likely to forget to put the G. D. gas cap back on. 
 
For reasons unknown,  the legislature allows in ORS 480.345 that fueling of a motorcycle does not pose the same risk as fueling a car and permits the fueling of a motorcycle by its rider.  This may well be a valid judgment.  The fire and fume hazards posed to an attendant fueling a vehicle are negligible when compared to the certain and violent death an attendant would be exposed to should they drip fuel on the gas tank of my 66 year-old Harley. 
I don’t advocate a ban on full-serve fueling.  If you want to pay the additional price for the convenience of full-serve, so be it.  Consumers should have the option of choosing between self and full-serve which would satisfy everyone involved.  Certainly there is no grass-roots push in 48 states to demand a ban on self-serve---that is a lot of happy people.  This is a decision for the market, not the state legislature who seem to have instilled enough misguided fear into the voting public that Oregon may well see a sales tax before we see self-serve fueling.   

If fueling a vehicle is dangerous—and it’s not—then personal injury lawyers would have litigated to death any sign of self-serve in all 50 states.  If we justify a ban on self-serve as a way to keep people working, the legislature would better serve Oregon’s work force by punking the crackbrained environmentalists and bringing a viable timber industry back to the state.  Instead they write painfully idiotic justification for the ban on self-serve fueling and watch as hi-tech jobs leave the state and Oregon slides further into economic backwater.  If we maintain a ban on self-serve for the convenience of the minority who refuse to pump their own gas, we are ignoring their option to continue to buy fuel at full-serve stations.  If you can’t pump your own fuel and refuse to use a full-serve station in a self-serve world, you can always take the bus.  There is no good reason for the state’s ban on self-serve fueling and it should be sent the way of “colored only” drinking fountains and pet psychology.  It’s just plain stupid.  
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