Global Perspective: When Will We Run Out of Oil?

Currently, world oil prices are extremely low, which gives the impression that there is a vast supply of oil available for use.  Is it true? Yes and No.  There is a vast amount of oil available but the low price is contributing to its being used very rapidly.  Oil is also a finite, nonrenewable resource that will eventually be exhausted.  The primary questions about when we will run out of oil revolve around price, rates of use, and rates at which new discoveries are made.  In the early 1950s the late M. King Hubbert, a petroleum geologist, developed a mechanism for projecting when oil production in a region of the world would begin to decline.  This method involved looking at the rate at which new oil discoveries were made.  In 1956 he predicted that oil production in the 48 contiguous states of the United States would peak and begin to decline between 1965 and 1970.  Although many laughed at his prediction, oil production in the lower 48 states did in fact begin to decline in 1970 and has been declining ever since.

By using the same kind of information many respected organizations are predicting world oil production will peak somewhere between 2010 and 2020.  The current low price for oil is partly the result of the exploitation of recently discovered oil resources that are not controlled by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).  When production from these sources begins to fall (about 2000) the price of oil will rise significantly.  Furthermore, the Middle Eastern countries of OPEC will control about 65 percent of the known supply of oil unless major new oil deposits are discovered.  When this happens, OPEC countries will again be able to regulate the price of this very important resource.  Economists argue that as oil production begins to fall the market place will adjust by finding substitutes and changing the way we use energy.  Many scientists argue there are no equivalents for petroleum that could serve as substitutes.  Nevertheless, we should look for major changes in energy policy, international relations, and energy use early in the next country.
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