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In my last column, I presented a brief 
summary of the current alternative-

fuels landscape, and I suggested that the 
clear winner as a successful transpor-
tation fuel in the future is compressed 
natural gas (CNG). With its supply abun-
dance, significant price advantage and 
gasoline-like energy content to power 
readily available engine technology, how 
could it not become a dominant alterna-
tive to diesel fuel and gasoline? 

Well, as many of you know, CNG-
fueled vehicles are currently very limited 
(less than 120,000 nationwide), and the 
number of public-access refueling facili-
ties barely shows up on a Google map 
of the United States. You would, in fact, 
have a better chance of finding a taxi in 
New York City on New Year’s Eve than 
you would finding a retail gas station with 
CNG for sale.

Many writers before me have placed 
this natural resource and its future, main-
stream usage into the category of, “Which 
comes first, the chicken or the egg?” 
Because the infrastructure of refueling 
stations does not presently exist, it is a seri-
ous challenge for fleet owners and other 
consumers to decide to purchase vehicles 
fueled by CNG despite the overwhelm-
ing advantages. The transformation from 
conventional to alternative fuels was in fact 
specifically argued as a “chicken and egg” 
problem by the U.S. Congress Office of 
Technology Assessment in its 1994 report 
“Saving Energy in U.S. Transportation”: “It 
is not economical for individuals/(fleets 
added) to purchase alternative fuels absent 
sufficient refueling stations, and it is not 
economical for fuel dealers to open sta-

tions absent alternative fuel vehicles.” 
A similar circular logic could also be 

termed a “Catch-22,” so coined in the 1961 
book of the same name. It actually became 
part of popular American culture and our 
English language. As defined in Webster’s, 
a Catch-22 is “a problematic situation for 
which the only solution is denied by a cir-
cumstance inherent in the problem or by 
a rule.” While the term may apply to the 
CNG dilemma, the book was absurdist 
fictional satire set during wartime. So, for 
now, let us take a very brief historical dive 
into the origins of and scientific answers 
to the chicken/egg hypothesis, but without 
the normally accompanying religious or 
evolutionary theories. 

Which Came First?
Classic philosopher Aristotle was puzzled 
by the conundrum about whether the egg 
or the bird was first; in the end, he con-
cluded that the bird and egg must have 
always co-existed. He is quoted as having 
said, “For there could not have been a 

first egg to give a beginning to birds, or 
there should have been a first bird which 
gave a beginning to eggs; for a bird comes 
from an egg.” 

Stephen Hawking, the oft-referenced 
theoretical physicist, cosmologist and 
modern-day scientific philosopher, states 
that is it unequivocally the egg that came 
first, for it is this DNA material that 
gave birth to what is now known as the 
present-day chicken. 

So, for the purpose of this discussion, 
let us assume for the moment that you 
agree as I do with Hawking. And I doubt 
there are many among us who could put 
forth a successful counterpoint argument. 
Given this assumption, you are probably 
thinking (as I did) that we are on our way 
to having a clear direction about CNG. 

Not so. First we need to identify the 
“egg” in our CNG industry equation. Is it 
the CNG-fueled vehicle, or is it the retail 
facility with its hardware to conveniently 
dispense CNG product for consumption? 
For those of us in the fuels distribution 
business, this is our eternal question. 

But must we be as brilliant as a lead-
ing modern-day philosopher or scientist 
to come up with an answer? Or should 
we form a think tank for an answer, com-
posed of the greatest intellectual minds 
of our times, including the likes of Bill 
Gates and Hawking? I think not. It is not 
a philosophical dilemma for which we are 
seeking a solution. There is a moment in 
time where the CNG usage curve will hit 
an inflection point upward, and I believe 
that moment will soon arrive in our fuels 
evolution. 

What we all need to do is embrace the 
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