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ABSTRACT

Seen from a Middle Eastern perspective, the present global oil situation can be summarised within five major and inescapable trends:

1. The world's super giant and giant oil fields are dying off;

2. There are no more major frontier regions left to explore besides the earth's poles;

3. Production of non-conventional crude oil has been initiated at great costs --- in Venezuela's Orinoco belt, Canada's Athabasca tar sands and ultra-deep waters;

4. Even OPEC's oil production has its limits;

5. No major primary energy rival can possibly take over from oil and gas in the medium term.

Adding up these five trends, one can envision a global oil crunch at the horizon --- most probably within the present decade. Unfortunately, however, the general public will not heed such a rational vision. And, even if it did, it would be loath to respond to the implied threat. In its defence, it should be said that many actors are constantly and consistently reassuring it: the press (even parts of the specialised press), most politicians, some international institutions, a couple of major oil companies and naturally OPEC. 

But this can only last until petrol stations post 'empty', natural gas supplies are suddenly shunted and, eventually, the lights go off.




INTRODUCTION

Seen from a Middle East perspective, the present global oil situation is a paradox wrapped within a mystery. 

First, the paradox. On the one hand, global oil production keeps steady at between 27 and 28 billion barrels per annum without further ado. On the other hand, that amount is drawn from assessed crude oil reserves estimated at 884 billion barrel by Dr. Colin Campbell in his "ODAC Depletion Model" [1]. No one, however, seems to care (leave alone worry) about this immense yearly withdrawal.


Now, the mystery. Notwithstanding these regular withdrawals, the oil market carries on casually managing its daily business. But, one doesn't need a crystal ball to visualise menacing clouds gathering at the oil horizon. Nonetheless, the majority of oil game players are hiding their heads in the sand and, thus, denying any threat to the status quo and belittling reference to oil depletion. 

Definitions: A super giant oil field has over 10 billion barrels of recoverable oil reserves and a giant oil field has between 4 to 10 billion barrels of recoverable oil reserves.


FIVE TRENDS

These menacing clouds, however, are for real. You don't even need to be an oil expert to see them clearly. The five major ones are succinctly reviewed hereunder:

1. The world's supergiant and giant oil fields, still accounting for around 40% of present
global oil output, are dying [2]. These major fields are mostly very old and have
already carried the burden for a number of decades --- having usually been among the first fields to be discovered. Furthermore, they are not being replaced; only one supergiant field has been discovered over the past 15 years: Kazakhstan's Kashagan. 

2. There are no more major frontier regions left to explore besides the poles: the Arctic area and Antarctica. However, major oil companies don't seem to be warming to these latter prospects due to the staggering exploration costs involved and the environmental concerns implied. The companies having the courage to take the jump and plough ahead with projects north of the Arctic circle (such as TotalFinaElf with its Russian Kharagya and Vankor ventures) are taking momentous risks [3].

3. Even producer-of-last-resource OPEC has its limits. A fact many still seem to doubt, having been used to believe that for OPEC "the sky is the limit" [4]. And even though this deeply ingrained fallacy will be difficult to change, the belated awakening of many pundits and so-called oil economists promises to be shattering.

4. Non-conventional crude oil has readily been tackled: from Venezuela's Orinoco belt to
Canada's Athabasca tar sands and the ultra-deep waters of Brazil, Angola and the Gulf of Mexico. These still account for rather minor liquid amounts (as shown in Table 1), but are nonetheless a sign of the times: when non-conventional hydrocarbons are given the green light, the main reason is that the 'conventional' is not what it used to be; for example, the extraction of Venezuela's extra-heavy Orinoco crude would have been discarded out of hand in the 1970s and the 1980s.

5. No major primary energy competitor is ready to take over from oil and gas which still account for two-thirds of global primary energy. Renewables such as wind or solar have made giant strides in the past decade, but are still non-existent when compared to nuclear (7.5 % of global primary) or even hydro (2.5 %). The 'hydrogen economy' and fuel cells are still a long way off; they will eventually require the simultaneous development of technological 'clusters' to materialise [6].

Table 1. Production of 'non-conventional hydrocarbons' in 2000 [5].

	Classification
	Location
	Amount [mb/d]

	'Heavy oils'
	Canada
	1.0

	'Heavy oils'
	Venezuela
	0.5

	'Deepwater oils'
	Gulf of Mexico
	0.3

	'Deepwater oils'
	Brazil
	0.8

	'Polar oils'
	Alaska
	1.0

	'Polar oils'
	Others
	0.1

	'Miscellaneous'
	
	0.6

	Total 'non-conventional hydrocarbons'
	
	4.3






SUMMING UP

Now, if you add up these major trends, the sum is that the future oil crunch is within reach: some time during the present decade.
Unfortunately, however, the general public will not believe such sums. Even if it did, it wouldn't take the implied threat that seriously; certainly not seriously enough to begin implementing needed counter-measures.
In its defence, it should be said that everyone (except for ODAC) keeps reassuring him: most politicians; some economists; the press (even parts of the specialised press [7]); international institutions [8] and organisations --- with, among others, OPEC (see Table 2); and even a couple of supermajor oil companies [9].



Table 2. World Oil Production (2000-2020) as per the reference case of OPEC's 'World Energy Model' [10]. (all figures in million b/d)

	
	2000
	2005
	2010
	2015
	2020

	OPEC
	30.0
	34.0
	38.6
	45.9
	53.4

	Non-OPEC
	45.9
	49.3
	52.4
	52.5
	52.4

	Total
	75.9
	83.3
	91.0
	98.4
	105.8






THE CRUNCH

But this can only last until the oil supply peaks --- leading to the crunch. Then, instead of oil supply align itself on demand, it will be consumption patterns that inevitably follow available supply.


It will not take long before petrol stations post 'EMPTY' and gas supplies are cut off intermittently. The Californian and Brazilian experiences were just the first glitches on the global screen: a sure sign of things to come.


Then, as the light go off, you are in the dark. And, as Dr. Richard Duncan judiciously added: "... and soon back in the Dark Age as well" [11].


It would take a number of miracles to thwart such a rational scenario. Now, a single miracle is always a possibility, but a series of simultaneous miracles is not --- for there are limits even to God Almighty's mercifulness.


CONCLUSION

All in all, the world is in for an 'Energy Revolution' within the next decade, triggered by the drying of oil supplies. As oil is not a source of energy that can be easily replaced (having no worthy substitute), the whole global energy balance might be upset.


It could have been managed as an Evolution; but not anymore as the point of 'no return' seems to now be behind us. And, even though revolutions are expensive and messy happenings, the coming energy crunch might have some positive aspects as well --- as, for example, ushering in a slower and healthier lifestyle across the board, alongside a refreshing planetary reshuffling.


However, the role of responsible oil experts is to speak out, clearly exposing their views on the global oil situation and hinting at where it might eventually lead Mankind. Having posted their learned warnings, they should sit back and wait --- hoping that those who took note in due time do fare better than those who kept their heads hidden in the sand till the bitter end.
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