
Peak Oil:  Preparing for the Petrol Droughts 

Scientists who warned us for ages about climate change were ignored and derided.  Now, droughts, hotter temperatures and melting glaciers are showing the warnings should have been heeded earlier and action taken.

Other scientists have warned us about Peak Oil for years, and they have been similarly dismissed, probably just as unwisely.

Peak Oil is when the rate of global oil production changes from its current increasing trend to the unavoidable downtrend as the world’s oil fields start their overall decline phase.  We will not run out of oil, but there will be less available each year in future than there has been in the past.
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Many of the world’s major oil regions are already in decline.  The North Sea, Alaska, Kuwait’s Burgan and Mexico’s Cantarell supergiant fields are all now in clear decline.  Australia’s Bass Strait reached peak production in 1985 and has been declining steadily ever since.  Australia’s total oil production has been declining since 2000 and is forecast to continue to decline quite quickly.

New oilfields now coming onstream around the world are currently offsetting the declining old fields; but as the decline rates accelerate and new fields become smaller and scarcer, there will soon come the tipping point when overall global oil production will start to decline.  It is not possible to forecast exactly when Peak Oil will occur. Much of the world’s oil data are state secrets and.  published oil reserve figures are as much spin as substance, similar to claims from ENRON before the US energy giant’s corporate collapse.  Many authoritative estimates suggest Peak Oil will arrive sometime around 2010-2012.  Some geologists say it will be sooner, and some later.  Of course, the concerned scientists may be proven wrong, and the business-as-usual economists may be right.  But like climate change, we should hope for the best, but plan for the worst.

WA Cabinet Minister Alannah MacTiernan wisely said in 2004 “The cost of preparing too early (for Peak Oil) is nowhere near the cost of not being ready in time”.  However, it is very hard for Governments to take the lead on Peak Oil until the community is well informed about the probabilities, risks and opportunities.

What should we be doing to prepare for Peak Oil in case the geologists are right?

The Australian Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas is a nationwide network of professionals trying to reduce our oil vulnerability.  ASPO-Australia has a range of working groups looking at the impacts of Peak Oil in many areas including the Finance Sector, Health, Social Services, Urban Transport and Planning and Agriculture and Food.  

We recommend a four-fold approach.

Highest priority must be Community Awareness and Engagement so people understand the problems and accept that serious precautions and countermeasures are needed.   Second is Frugality.  We can not afford to be as profligate with fuel and travel as we are now.  Third is Efficiency.  There are lots of ways of doing things better or just as well with less fuel.  

Lowest priority should be Alternative Fuels.  This is because it is not physically possible to grow enough biofuels nor to make enough coal into oil, for instance, soon enough and without enormous environmental damage.  If Australia converted all of its wheat crop to ethanol, we would only offset some 9% of our current oil needs, and we would have no bread, and no wheat to export to those whose lives depend on it.  Alternative fuels will be important in future as oil supplies dwindle seriously, but they can not replace our current usage levels.  

Collectively, we can all easily use less oil, just as people are using less water in the drought.  Many will be much happier and healthier for it.   Kids walking and skipping to school with a parent will have more fun and get more exercise than those being taken to school by car.  Obesity levels from lack of physical activity are reaching epidemic proportions, in part because of our automobile-dependent transport patterns.  Travelsmart programs have already cheaply reduced car travel by 10-15%.

More buses, trains and especially bike paths will help insulate us from future petrol shortages.  Building more toll-roads and tunnels will make things worse as well as wasting money. There should be sensible fuel allocation and pricing schemes prepared, as there are already for water.  Restrictions and tradeable fuel allocations would be a much fairer way to ration a scarce resource than relying on price alone.  

If we learn from our mistakes with climate change and from our successes in handling water shortages we will be much better prepared to face the unavoidable petrol droughts which are looming.

There may be another "Saudi Arabia" discovered under Tasmania.  There may be an unexpected breakthrough in biotechnology to create enormous amounts of biofuels. We may be rescued by some new energy source not yet known to science.  But don’t hold your breath.  We should all plan ahead for the petrol droughts in case they arrive soon, as many geologists fear.

Bruce Robinson

Convenor, ASPO-Australia

Australian Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas

www.ASPO-Australia.org.au
08-9384-7409   0427 398 708

For further information, here are some links to some recent ASPO-Australia  and other publications,

The Peak Oil Debate: Will global oil production start its final decline soon, or not?, a general summary of Peak Oil and Australia  

http://www.aspo-australia.org.au/References/Bruce/Energy-Security-Conf-Oct-2006-paper.pdf 

Focussing on the demand side options for reducing the potential impacts of Peak Oil when it does come.  Peak Oil and Australia; Probable impacts and possible options is a recent invited paper to an international geophysics conference in Kyoto

http://www.aspo-australia.org.au/References/Bruce/Japan/Kyoto-paper-Robinson-Mayo-2006-v8f.pdf, 

Shocking the Suburbs: Urban Location, Housing Debt and Oil Vulnerability in the Australian City
Oil vulnerability mapping of Australian cities and suburbs is another new area (Dodson and Sipe, 2005, 2006) , which is being extended to regional areas by the Griffith team . 

 http://www.aspo-australia.org.au/content/view/120/1/.     

ASPO-Australia is keen to see communities and organisations conduct oil vulnerability assessments in advance preparation for Peak Oil.
but when?
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