Global Perspective: Potential World Petroleum Resources

Oil is a finite, nonrenewable resource.  It 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 2003, the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) issued an assessment of potential world petroleum resources.  The report stated that undiscovered oil and gas resources of the world had increased, with a 20 percent increase in undiscovered oil and a slight decrease in undiscovered natural gas.  This assessment estimates the volume of oil and gas, exclusive of the United States, that may be added to the world’s reserves in the next 30 years.  

The assessment indicates that there is more oil and gas in the Middle East and in the offshore areas of western Africa and eastern South America than previously reported, less oil and gas in Canada and Mexico, and significantly lower volumes of natural gas in the former Soviet Union. 


With the evolution of technology and new understandings of petroleum systems, the USGS World Petroleum Assessment 2003 is the first of its kind to provide a rigorous geologic foundation for estimating undiscovered energy resources for the world.  The results have important implications for energy prices, policy, security, and the global resource balance.  


The assessment provides a snapshot of current information about the location and abundance of undiscovered oil and gas resources.  Such an overview provides exploration geologists, economists, and investors with a general picture of where oil and gas resources are likely to be developed in the future.  The USGS periodically estimates the amount of oil and gas remaining to be found.  Since 1981, the last three of these studies have shown a slight increase in the combine volume of identified reserves and undiscovered resources. 


In the USGS 2003 report, the world was divided into approximately 1000 petroleum provinces, based primarily on geologic factors, and grouped into eight regions.  Estimates of reserve growth were based on the following:

· As drilling and production within discovered fields progresses, new pool or reservoirs are found that were not previously known. 

· Advances in exploration technology make it possible to identify new targets within existing fields.  

· Advances in drilling technology make it possible to recover oil and gas not previously considered recoverable in the initial reserve estimates.  

To view the entire report, go to the USGS home page at www.usgs.gov. 

